Callie hurries toward the front door and 
throws it open, determined to leave one way 
or another. But she only makes it six steps 
outside before she feels drawn back to the 
cabin once more. It drains her somehow, 
leaving her weak mentally and physically. She 
stumbles back inside with wet, irritated eyes, 
and falls to her knees. Her body is screaming 
for nourishment, but there’s no food here. 
Besides, it’s not food she wants. It’s the house. 
She wants to be here and nowhere else. 
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JUST A BABY 
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The aquarium was old and previously owned. 
There were remains of masking tape in several 
areas, bled through by permanent marker 
from when the previous owner labeled the 
case for identification. Inside, there was water 
and an unknown species of eel. It was so small 
that it looked like a worm drowning in an 
enormous puddle, unable to secure purchase. 
Its skin was spotted red and brown, like 
bloody stool. 

“What is it?” 

Eldridge looked down at his young boy 
and placed a hand atop his head to ruffle his 
hair. “It’s a...well, some sort of eel. I don’t 
actually know what kind yet.” 

“Did you discover a new species?” the 


boy asked excitedly. 

“T think so. But I have some specialists 
coming to see it first.” 

“Tt’s so small!” 

“T think it might be a baby. Very young.” 

Sal was ten years old and still interested 
in his father’s work. Eldridge was a diving 
instructor who took vacationers on trips 
around the reefs. He would identify fish and 
plants for them, offer discussions on what they 
found, and take high resolution photographs 
that his clients could then take home with 
them. It was a one man show, but popular and 
lucrative. Despite the numerous other reef 
divers in the area, Eldridge was the best 
known. People seemed to love him and his 
pictures. 

“When are they coming by to see it?” Sal 
asked his father, circling the aquarium for 
another angle on the little baby. 

“Tomorrow, as long as their flights aren’t 
delayed.” 

“Where did you find it?” 

Eldridge bent over the aquarium for an 
aerial view. The eel twisted and _ spun, 
sometimes in circles for minutes at a time. “It 
was near the shore, when we were coming 


back.” 

“That’s weird.” 

His son was right—the eel should have 
been five or six feet deep in mud or sheltered 
elsewhere. They didn’t generally come out so 
plainly during the day. “Maybe it’s not even 
an eel,” he placated. “I could be wrong.” 

“Tt looks like a small snake.” 

“Tt does.” 

“But...that’s basically what an eel is, 
right?” 

“Not really, though it’s a common 
mistake. If we still have this baby as it grows, 
you'll be able to see the differences more 
clearly.” 

Sal looked over at the microwave and 
read the time. “Oh, shoot, Dad! Our show’s 
about to start!” 

Eldridge smiled and moved away from 
the kitchen island where he’d placed the 
aquarium for them to view. “I suppose it is. 
You want me to make some popcorn? Or 
should we snack on something else, like chips 
and cheese?” 

His son hurried into the living room and 
jumped over the backside of the couch and 
onto its cushions. “Chips!” 


Eldridge turned to the refrigerator to find 
a bag of shredded cheese. “Coming right up.” 

Ignored, the eel flattened, shuddered, and 
split in two. Eldridge did a double take as he 
walked toward the couch a minute later with 
their plate of chips in hand. He backed up and 
studied the aquarium in amazement. “What 
the hell?” 

“Dad, come on!” 

Eldridge looked at the two babies in the 
aquarium a moment longer before heading 
toward his son. He said nothing to Sal, as if it 
was better left ignored. When their show 
began after the commercial, he wondered 
what kind of specimen he was keeping, 
because surely it wasn’t an eel as he’d 
previously assumed. Though it had been 
debated for years how eels reproduce, he was 
fairly certain they had recently proven it 
wasn’t by asexual means. Whatever he had 
didn’t need a mate to replicate. Therefore, 
this...wasn’t an eel. 

He thought about that a lot in bed while 
trying to fall asleep that night. If he had 
something new and unknown, who was to say 
it wasn’t dangerous? Maybe the creature was 
poisonous or carnivorous. Maybe it would 


grow too large for them to handle. Hopefully, 
the experts would take the thing away with 
them after seeing it. Maybe they’d dissect it. 
Or put it in a national aquarium for 
preservation and study. Maybe they’d let him 
name it or name it after him! 

An hour passed and Eldridge still couldn’t 
sleep. Part of him wanted to sneak downstairs 
and take a peek at the creatures, see if they’d 
done anything else surprising since he last 
risked a glance in their direction. His son was 
still unaware the original eel—or whatever it 
was—had split in two. He knew that would 
change come breakfast. How could he avoid 
it? And what purpose would there be to hide 
it? 

The longer he considered the specimens 
downstairs, the more uncomfortable he felt 
having them in his house near his son. That’s 
why he was so _ concerned about Sal 
discovering the split. He wasn’t worried about 
how the boy would react; he was worried that 
there was more to be seen. 

“Damn it,” he said with a sigh, throwing 
back the bed covers. He would have to check 
on the tank at least once more before getting 
to sleep. Clearly, his mind needed to be put at 


ease. 

He made sure to keep as quiet as possible 
as he tiptoed past his son’s bedroom and 
began down the stairs. Once in the kitchen, he 
hesitated to flick the light switch, instead 
opting to stand in the dark and waiting for his 
eyes to adjust. As if this would somehow make 
the reveal any easier. He crossed over to the 
dining table and eyed the tank. After squinting 
for a long minute, he finally gave in and 
turned on the lights. 

“Oh, hell.” 

There were six of them now. The bastards 
were still splitting, gradually filling the tank 
that was never outfitted for a family. He 
wasn’t even confident the used item was 
structurally sound. The more movement it 
handled, the more likely it would crack and 
leak. 

“Son of a bitch.” 

Eldridge bent his knees for a closer look. 
Not only were there more of the worms now, 
but they also looked larger than before. Was 
he imagining that? He tried to remember the 
size of the first creature in his hand at the reef. 
The little thing had been curling around in his 
palm, no bigger than a thick strand of 


spaghetti. And now? 

He studied their movements, trying to 
place them in his hand once more. Surely, 
they were twice as long as before. Maybe 
thicker, too. 

“Shit.” 

Eldridge waved a_ dismissive hand, 
grumbled some more, and turned off the 
lights. Sleep didn’t seem like it would be part 
of the equation tonight, but he still needed to 
try. Not only did he have work in the morning, 
but he also had the marine biologists in the 
afternoon. He needed to at least try to get 
some sleep. 
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When Sal woke the next morning, it was well 
after nine and his father had gone to work. He 
did vaguely remember being told to stay away 
from the aquarium sometime around five, but 
he’d promptly fallen back to sleep the moment 
his father left his bedside. That was several 
hours ago, and Sal could hardly remember the 
encounter. 

He climbed out of bed and visited the 
bathroom first. It was good to be on summer 
vacation; he could wake whenever he pleased 


and do as he pleased on days his father 
worked, leaving him unsupervised. Not that 
Sal was a troublemaker or had trouble making 
friends. He was a loner for the most part. He 
liked to read and watch the Discovery channel 
a lot when his father was gone. Sometimes, he 
conducted experiments he watched on TikTok 
or elsewhere online. They could get messy, but 
nothing he couldn’t hide in the end. 

Once he was clean and dressed, he exited 
his bedroom to find a note on the wall 
opposite his door. It simply read: LEAVE THE 
TANK COVERED. Sal found this a bit excessive 
and shrugged. He headed downstairs and 
turned into the kitchen for breakfast. Though 
the aquarium was still on the dining table, a 
blanket had been thrown over it. This gave Sal 
pause, increasing his curiosity. Did his father 
realize all he’d done was make Sal want to 
look, whereas before, he hardly cared? 

Sal poured himself a bowl of cereal with 
milk and plopped down on the couch to eat. 
Every few minutes, he’d look over his shoulder 
at the table and wonder why his father was 
making the specimen such a secret suddenly. 
Yesterday, he’d been excited to show Sal what 
he’d found. It was making his head itch with 


annoyance. He quickly finished his breakfast 
and placed the bowl in the sink, eager to peek 
under the blanket. As he approached the tank, 
he noticed a note resting beside it. 

Another one? Really? 

Sal picked up the small paper and read 
the message under his breath: SON, THESE 
AREN’T EELS. THEY'RE SOMETHING NEW, I 
THINK, AND POSSIBLY DANGEROUS. PLEASE 
OBEY ME AND LEAVE THEM COVERED AND 
UNTOUCHED. THEY COULD BE POISONOUS. 
PLL BE TAKING A MID-AFTERNOON BREAK 
TO RETURN HOME FOR THE BIOLOGISTS 
STOPPING BY. I WILL SEE YOU THEN. STAY 
OUT OF TROUBLE. 

They? Since when was there more than 
one? 

Sal touched the corner of the blanket and 
battled with himself. Did he look beneath the 
veil or respect his father? He eyed the note 
again, sighed, and let go of the blanket. 
Though it was difficult, he forced himself 
away from the table and onto the back porch. 
He looked across the beach and felt the 
warmth of the sun on his pale skin. He was 
about to gather his shoes and go for a walk or 
take his bike on the trail when a series of 


sounds stopped him dead in his tracks. 

Tick. Crick. Tink. 

Was that...glass spider-webbing? 

Sal looked back into the house, into the 
kitchen, and held his breath. From a safe 
distance, he studied the covered tank, waiting 
for something to happen. It took him a 
moment to realize it, but there was a puddle 
of water forming across the table now. The 
aquarium had sprung a leak somewhere. 

“Crap.” 

Now what? His father didn’t want him 
near the thing, but was he supposed to let the 
tank simply explode in their kitchen? The eel 
—or whatever it was—would die, wouldn’t it? 
He couldn’t allow that. The creature was too 
important. He wasn’t sure why, but he knew 
deep down that it was far more important 
than his father perhaps realized. The fact that 
it had scared Eldridge Coplin was enough for 
his son to be cautious and concerned about 
what would happen next. 

The sounds grew louder, but they didn’t 
last for long. The tank burst and the blanket 
flattened atop the table as glass and water 
spilled onto the floor in noisy, slapping waves. 
Sal jumped back a step, startled, and searched 


the floor for the eel. But there wasn’t just one 
—there were at least ten of them and they’d 
grown as large as garden snakes. One slithered 
across the wet floor toward the porch so 
quickly that Sal screamed and slammed the 
door shut before it could reach him. 

“Dad!” 

But his father wasn’t there, of course. He 
was several miles away, farther down the 
beach taking vacationers into the water, 
around the reefs and showing them the 
brightly colored corral. Should he run for him? 
Find him and tell him what happened. There 
was no way he was going back inside the 
house now. Those creatures—there were so 
many of them now—were at least ten times 
bigger than the one he’d viewed last night. 
And they were fast. Had it just been the one, 
maybe he’d risk trying to capture it for his 
dad. But ten of an unknown species? No, he 
was smarter than that. 

Sal exited the porch, pulled his bike out 
from under the steps, and left the house to 
find his father. 
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Eldridge returned to his shack on the beach 


and checked his log. He only had one other 
group scheduled for the day, but they weren’t 
due for another hour. He thought of his son 
and the tank back home. He wondered if Sal 
had listened to him or pulled back the blanket. 
He wondered how many of those worm-like 
creatures were in the tank now, splitting 
away. He’d scooped out some of the water that 
morning to make room for them. But if they 
kept multiplying, eventually it wouldn’t 
matter. They’d overflow the tank, maybe spill 
out. Maybe the glass would break under the 
pressure of their bodies pushed up against all 
corners. And what then? If they fell from the 
tank, would they die outside of water? 

Maybe he’d just be showing the scientists 
a collection of suffocated specimens. Would 
those be useful to them? He supposed they 
could still identify the creatures, assuming 
they weren’t previously undiscovered. But the 
studies would end before they ever began. You 
can’t reanimate the dead. Not yet at least. 
Maybe soon, though. 

Eldridge laughed. He felt morbid thinking 
such things. 

The shack door suddenly flew open, 
smacking the wall loudly. He turned to see his 


son bursting inside, coughing with his hands 
on his knees and gasping for air. He looked as 
if he’d been chased inside. 

“What the hell, Sal? Are you okay?” 

The boy held up a finger and tried to 
collect himself. Then he took several slow, 
deep breaths and dropped down into a nearby 
chair. Eldridge crossed the shack and took a 
knee before his boy. 

“What’s going on, son?” 

“The eels,” Sal said, his words 
shuddering. “The tank broke. They’re all over 
the kitchen.” 

Eldridge swallowed. “How many of 
them?” 

“T don’t know. I think ten or so.” 

“What did they look like?” 

Sal gave him a funny look. “Like snakes. 
A lot bigger than the one you showed me last 
night. Where did you find more after 
bedtime?” 

“T didn’t.” Eldridge stood and put his 
hands on his hips as he turned away from his 
son. “They can multiply on their own. They 
did it throughout the night.” 

“But...how did they grow so big so 
quickly?” 


“How big are they now?” 

The boy held out his palms about a foot 
apart. “About as thick as a chair leg from the 
dinner table.” 

Eldridge looked. “Shit.” 

“One tried to get me. But I got away.” 

“Tt attacked you?” 

“Slithered across the floor really quick!” 

Eldridge ran a hand through his damp 
hair and cursed again. “Okay, here’s what I 
need you to do. Stay away from the house for 
the rest of the day. Pll go handle this. The 
biologists will be here in a few hours. Once 
I’ve dealt with everybody, Pll give you a call 
to come home. Do you have your phone?” 

His son checked his pockets and nodded. 

“Good.” Eldridge found his wallet in the 
desk drawer and removed fifty dollars. He 
handed it to Sal and said, “For food and fun 
today. Just stay away from the house until I 
call and tell you it’s safe, okay?” 

Sal nodded and took the money. 

“Good boy. Now, let’s get out of here so I 
can lock up. Pll have to call my last group and 
cancel their appointment.” 

When Eldridge pulled his moped into the 
driveway, he hesitated to go toward the house. 


Why was he so scared? 

Because of the unknown, of course. 

Maybe there were more than ten of the 
creatures now. Maybe they could bite and 
send him into shock. Maybe they’d grown 
even bigger and could strangle him. 

At the door with his keys in hand, 
Eldridge stood there for a long minute, long 
enough that the neighbor next door called out 
to him to ask if he was alright. Eldridge simply 
nodded and unlocked the door to escape the 
man. Now that he was inside, there was no 
going back. He needed to face these creatures 
he brought into his home, naive to their 
nature. 

Before moving toward the kitchen, he 
snatched an umbrella from the stand near the 
door and laughed. “Better than nothing,” he 
told himself, shaking his head. As he exited 
the foyer and crossed the small hall toward 
the kitchen, he spotted the mess on the floor. 
Water and shards of glass were everywhere, as 
were the motionless forms of several eels. He 
counted the bodies and surmised there were at 
least six others unaccounted for. He stepped 
into the kitchen and took a cursory glance 
around. Then he tapped one of the corpses 


with his umbrella to see if it would attack. The 
creature shuddered but nothing more. He took 
a knee beside it for a closer look. He could see 
the features of its face now that it had grown. 

It really did look like a snake. 

At least it didn’t bite Sal, he told himself, 
standing and stepping further into the kitchen. 
He pulled the soaked blanket off the table and 
checked beneath it for more of the creatures, 
but there were none. He then studied the floor 
and noted the various trails of water spreading 
in every direction. He followed one to the 
bathroom door and paused outside it. 

“No,” he told himself, dropping his hand 
back to his side. “Leave it.” 

He turned away from the door and eyed 
the kitchen once more. It occurred to him then 
that he didn’t want to find the others. He 
wanted them to stay lost, hidden from sight. 
Because once he found them, he’d have to do 
something about them. And what was he 
supposed to do? Grab them by the throat and 
toss them into the tub? He didn’t have a 
replacement aquarium. 

Plates and bowls in the sink began to 
rattle and slide from their stacks. 

Eldridge swallowed. He knew what he’d 


heard and what it meant. But he couldn’t 
bring himself to move forward, across the 
kitchen floor and away from the bathroom 
door. Instead, he stared at the sink from a 
distance, waiting for something to happen. 
After a half minute, a long tail appeared, 
flicking from side to side. It wrapped itself 
around the faucet handle and pushed it 
upward, initiating the flow of water from the 
spout. Then it disappeared back into the sink, 
coiled around the dirty dishes and silverware. 

Again, Eldridge swallowed. 

They’re smart, he realized. God damn it, 
why did they have to be smart? 

A phone began to ring, nearly giving him 
a heart attack. Eldridge stumbled against the 
wall and laughed when he realized it was the 
mobile in his pocket. He removed the device 
and checked the caller ID. It was Dr. Ambrose, 
the lead biologist, coming that afternoon. 
Eldridge accepted the call and_ stuttered 
through his greeting. 

“Ts this Eldridge Coplin?” 

“Tt is.” 

“We’ve landed, Perry and me. We'll be 
setting up in our hotel and getting lunch 
before meeting with you. Is that still okay?” 


Eldridge licked his lips and considered 
asking them to come sooner. Instead, he 
verified their original plans and provided his 
address. “Just be, um, cautious when you get 
here.” 

“Why is that? Has something happened to 
the specimen?” 

“Yes, its become a much more 
complicated situation here.” 

“Should we come sooner then?” 

“TI, uh...I don’t know. You see, the eel 
isn’t an eel. I don’t think, at least. It’s, uh, split 
and multiplied. And grown much larger.” 

“Grown? Since yesterday?” 

“Yes. It could fit in my palm when I first 
called you for help. But now...it’s the size of a 
snake.” 

There was silence for a long moment 
before the doctor spoke next. “I think we’d 
better head over now, if that’s alright by you.” 

“It might be for the best.” 

“We'll just drop our things off as quickly 
as possible and come your way. Are they 
contained? How many of them are there 
now?” 

Eldridge looked at the floor again, at the 
various trails of water spreading in different 


directions. “At least six that are still alive, but 
maybe more now. The tank busted and they’ve 
gotten loose in my house. I’m...in the process 
of accounting for them at the moment.” 

“Be careful, Mr. Coplin. We don’t know 
what you’ve found, remember?” 

Eldridge nodded and laughed a little. 
“Yes, right. I’ll see you soon.” 

Once he’d slipped his phone back into his 
pocket, he inched toward the sink with the 
umbrella held before him like a sword on 
guard. This is absurd, he told himself. You’re 
taking this far too seriously. 

Then the creature rose from the sink, its 
body wet and shuddering from accelerated 
growth. 
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Dr. Julie Ambrose and her assistant, Perry, 
stepped out of the taxi and paid the driver. 
They then turned to face the Coplin house and 
the moped parked out front. Next door, a 
neighbor was tending to their lawn with one 
eye focused on them. Julie waved politely and 
the man straightened to speak. 

“Something’s up with him today.” 

Julie stepped across the lawn toward the 


front of the house. As she passed the man’s 
general location, she asked, “Do you mean Mr. 
Coplin?” 

The neighbor nodded with his garden 
hose in hand. “Yeah, Eldridge. He looked odd 
when he came home. And there’s been some 
ruckus inside the house in the past hour.” 

Julie’s eyes were drawn to the running 
water of the man’s hose, though she couldn’t 
be sure as to why. She couldn’t help but watch 
the flow closely as she said, “What kind of 
noise?” 

“Shit breaking.” 

Something passed through the hose’s 
stream of water into the grass. It happened so 
quickly that Julie caught her breath in 
surprise. Perry eyed her and asked if she was 
okay. “I thought I saw something is all,” she 
whispered back. Then, turning to the 
neighbor, she said, “Well, he’s expecting our 
help with something. We’ll make sure he’s 
doing okay.” 

The neighbor shrugged and returned to 
his work. Julie’s eyes lingered on the hose a 
moment longer before she turned to the front 
door of the house and approached it. Behind 
her, Perry kept his hands in his pockets and 


his eyes on the property. He looked bored, but 
Julie knew him better; the boy was excited 
after the call she’d had with Eldridge. They 
both were. Something had been found. 

She knocked. Waited. Looked toward the 
front windows, which were curtained. 
Knocked again, louder, and more rapidly. 
Waited. Nothing. 

The neighbor called over once more: “I 
won't report it if you break the lock.” 

Julie’s eyes widened with surprise as she 
met his gaze. “You don’t really think that’s 
necessary, do you?” 

“Like I said, there was a lot of noise. He 
might be hurt.” 

“And yet you continued watering your 
lawn instead of checking on him?” 

“We don’t really get along.” 

Julie rolled her eyes and tried the door. 
Found it unlocked. No need to break anything. 
She told the man they were going inside and 
stepped through the Coplin threshold with 
Perry practically hugging her backside. Once 
the door was shut behind them, her assistant 
sarcastically said, “Sounds like a _ good 
neighbor.” 

“More like a busybody.” 


“Jesus, look.” 

Perry stepped in front of his boss and 
tapped his foot against the wooden floor. 

Splash, splash. 

“There’s water everywhere,” he said. 
“Maybe the tub is overflowing. Or a pipe has 
burst.” 

Julie licked her lips and listened to the 
sounds of the house. “Maybe both,” she said, 
making note of the water she heard falling 
nearby. She looked toward the stairs, which 
were dry. So not upstairs. Not yet. But directly 
ahead of them, yes. There was flooding and 
for good reason. 

“Watch your step,” she told Perry, 
moving ahead of him, and taking the lead 
once more. As they walked, their shoes 
splashed in the water, dampening their soles 
and socks. They moved into the kitchen and 
immediately stopped. 

“Dear God...” 

The sink was running and overflowing 
onto the counters and floor. Between the oven 
and kitchen island, a pair of legs were sticking 
out in view, at an angle from the floor. Little 
swirls of red were washing away with the 
water near the body, leaving trails through the 


kitchen like tie-dye. Julie put a hand on 
Perry’s shoulder but said nothing. She inched 
into the kitchen and directed herself along the 
wall to see more of the body. What she found 
was worse than she expected. 

Perry grabbed her by the arm and yanked 
her back from the bloody scene, but it was too 
late. They’d been seen. 

Coiled between the oven and island was 
an enormous snake-like creature with wet, 
shining skin and half a corpse hanging from its 
enormous mouth. Shark teeth lined its gums, 
small but jagged and sharp. They were sticky 
and stained red. Eldridge’s head and shoulders 
were already in the beast’s throat as it slowly 
worked the man deeper into its body for 
digestion. Its eyes turned on Julie and Perry 
the moment they stepped into view, however 
briefly. They were piercing white and 
hypnotic and... 

Hungry. 

Perry pulled Julie out of the kitchen, 
cursing hysterically, and running for the front 
door. Julie yanked herself free of him and 
turned back. “We can’t leave him!” 

“He’s fucking dead, Julie! Let’s get the 
police!” Perry threw open the front door and 


launched himself outside. 

Julie looked back toward the kitchen and 
examined the smaller corpses of the dead 
creatures near the table. Whatever these 
things were, they needed water to live and 
grow. But how could she vacuum the house 
dry? It was too late for that. 

Something fell to her left and splashed 
into the inch of water spreading throughout 
the first floor. She turned and saw an end 
table on its side as another one of the snakes 
slithered across the adjoining living room. Its 
tail vanished in front of the couch, but only 
for a second. Its head reappeared on the other 
side almost immediately, its white eyes fixed 
on Julie as it made a turn in her direction. 
This one was also large, though maybe not as 
big as the beast swallowing Eldridge by the 
stove. Nevertheless, it was at least as thick as a 
child, if not more. 

Julie screamed and turned to flee. Perry 
was right—there was nothing they could do 
here. She just hoped that Eldridge’s son wasn’t 
home somewhere. She stopped dead at the 
thought of him, just as she was about to make 
her escape out the front door. 

The boy! She couldn’t abandon a child 


with these things. Was he somewhere inside or 
had he already gotten out? How could she 
know for sure? 

She turned and saw the snake leaving the 
kitchen and headed her way. Its mouth opened 
to reveal rows of shark teeth and a 
surprisingly flat tongue. 

My God, what the fuck is it? 

“JULIE!” 

Perry was in the center of the yard, 
urging her to abandon the house. She finally 
listened and slammed the door shut behind 
her as she hurried onto the lawn. The 
neighbor with the hose was watching with 
interest, not moving a muscle to help. More of 
the snakes were slipping out of his hose and 
into the garden unbeknownst to him. They 
squirmed over his shoes and through the soil, 
growing as the water continued to flow over 
them. 

Julie stumbled away from the house and 
opened her mouth to ask Perry about the 
police when the door burst open behind her, 
sending splinters into the bushes. She had only 
turned part way around when the enormous 
snake launched itself through the air like a 
striking python, out of the house, and into her 


midsection. Julie crashed into the grass hard 
enough to audibly snap her back as the 
creature wrapped itself tightly around her legs 
and bit down on her torso with all its might. 
Blood squirted from Julie’s belly as she tried 
crying for help, mostly gasping. Perry fell 
backward in horror and kicked himself across 
the lawn toward the road. The neighbor finally 
dropped his hose, cursed loudly, and fled. In 
his garden, a puddle of snakes swam and grew 
and multiplied. 
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It was nearly four and Sal had yet to hear a 
peep from his father. He exited the arcade and 
checked his phone. Still nothing. Surely, it was 
safe to return home by now. Those scientists 
were supposed to have been by hours ago. 
Maybe they had his father so excited about his 
finding that he’d lost track of time. With this 
in mind, Sal unlocked his bike from the 
outside rack and climbed on. He was getting 
hungry and still had money, but he was tired 
and nervous. No matter how many times he 
told himself his father was simply busy, there 
was still a pit of doubt growing in his stomach, 
twisting his guts. 


When he reached the neighborhood ten 
minutes later, he was stopped by two police 
cruisers blocking the road with their lights 
flashing. An officer held up their hand and 
approached him. “Do you live down here?” 
they asked him. 

“Yeah. What’s going on?” 

“There’s been an animal attack of some 
sort. We can’t let you in right now. For your 
own safety.” 

Sal tried to look beyond the cop, but his 
house was located around the bend, out of 
sight. “An animal attack?” he asked. “Were 
they eels?” 

The two officers exchanged looks and 
that was enough for Sal. 

“My father found them in the reef. He 
had two marine biologists coming to pick 
them up today. Are they okay?” 

“What is your father’s name?” 

“Eldridge Coplin.” 

Another exchange of looks. 

“Son, why don’t you go with Officer 
Gammon back to the office and hang out for a 
bit while we get this sorted.” 

Sal moved his bike back several steps as 
the officer approached him. “No. I need my 


father. Where is he?” 

“Son, we are handling it. Let’s get you 
someplace safe. Maybe grab you some food.” 

Sal jumped back onto his bike and 
pedaled around the officers and their cars. 
They shouted after him but did not give chase. 
He rode as quickly as he could down the 
sidewalk and around the bend. There were all 
sorts of vehicles on the road now, parked 
every which way and blocking driveways. Cop 
cars, ambulances, a fire truck, animal 
control... 

And then there was his house, at the 
heart of the action. And in the center of the 
Coplin lawn was a dead snake that looked 
bigger than anything he’d ever seen in the 
movies. It was the sort of thing you’d find in 
the Amazon, maybe, or nowhere at all. And 
wrapped in its motionless form was the broken 
and bloody corpse of a woman he did not 
recognize. 

Sal hopped off his bike and let it fall. 
Nobody paid him attention as he approached 
the yard and searched for his dad in the sea of 
faces. Finally, a paramedic took notice and 
grabbed him by the shoulders. 

“Shit, kid! Don’t go over there. They’re 


still finding more of these bastards slithering 
around. It’s dangerous.” 

Sal struggled against the paramedic, but 
the man had a firm grip on him. A cop came 
over a minute later and pushed them back 
toward the road. Sal was finally released and 
told to stay back. He turned to his bike and 
collected it from the pavement with an idea in 
mind. He could go around the houses and 
come up around the backside instead, from the 
beach. He pedaled away quickly before 
anyone could change their mind about 
restraining him, all the while oblivious to the 
water snake that had wrapped itself around 
the spokes of his tire. It hung on for dear life 
most of the way before falling into the grass 
and slipping away in search of a nearby water 
source. It wouldn’t last long without one. 

Once he’d reached the beach, Sal nearly 
swallowed his tongue. 

Several thick paths carved through the 
sand toward the ocean, trails left behind by 
things on the run. They originated from the 
backside of his property where men with nets 
and guns were searching the yard. They were 
too late, though. Several of the biggest 
creatures had already made it home to the 


reef. 

“Hey, kid! Stop!” 

Sal didn’t bother to look in the officer’s 
direction or turn away. He didn’t care. He’d 
already found who he was looking for, outside 
the house and most certainly dead. His father 
was crumpled in the sand just five feet from 
his bike, set between two of the trails 
vanishing into the ocean. 

And he was only half a man now. 


DADDY 


The man had turned into a hoarder in his 
retirement. His daughter, Barbara, hadn’t been 
aware it’d gotten so bad. She lived in Ireland, 
having left the states nearly a decade earlier. 
When he died, she returned to tend to his 
things. His funeral. His will. The house and all 
its shit he left behind. 

Barbara’s mother had passed away when 
she was just a teenager. Her relationship with 
her father had never been good, but it got 
worse after Dana’s passing. Lawrence was, 
how do you say, an asshole. Barbara disliked 
him more and more every year. Moving to 
Ireland had been the right choice. 

The house was nothing but boxes and 
bags. When did her father start packing 
everything? He never used to be a collector, 
and most of the things she was finding seemed 
to belong to others. Why would her father 


have a homemade dollhouse? Or the ashes of a 
dog they had never owned? It made Barbara 
almost wish he was still around to question. 

Almost. 

In returning to the states, she had no one 
to call for help. She no longer had friends 
here. No more family. Barbara was left to deal 
with this mess on her own. She considered 
burning the house down but didn’t have it in 
her to do something criminal like that. 

On her second day there, she found a box 
full of retro Happy Meal toys. She enjoyed 
looking through them (and pricing them 
online) but could not remember her father 
ever eating at McDonald’s. As a family, they 
very rarely went out to eat. Such a thing 
would happen only once or twice a year. 

On her third day, it was a bag of bed 
sheets she did not recognize. When she laid 
them out for closer inspection, she found a 
dark stain. It almost looked like blood. 

Barbara took a few days off from the 
house, sick of the mess. It seemed like she’d 
hardly made any progress. A fire was 
becoming a bigger temptation every day she 
set foot on the driveway. 

Finally, she hired a small-time moving 


company to come in and help her sort through 
her father’s things. It looked as if she’d barely 
made a dent in the house. Shortly after their 
lunch break, a whistle was blown from the 
basement. That was her signal to come 
approve a found item. Barbara descended the 
stairs with some energy, admittedly curious 
about what awaited her. 

At first, she thought it was a joke. The 
mover had found a vacuum- sealed bag; in it 
was with, what appeared to be, a severed arm. 
Barbara and the mover took turns examining 
the bag, trying to make heads or tails of it. 

“A doll arm?” the mover proposed. 

Barbara shook her head. “With details 
around the break? I think it’s a movie prop.” 

“That would be cool, but why isn’t it 
labeled?” 

“T think it is.” Barbara located some 
handwriting in Magic Marker, small and in the 
corner of the bag. She held it under a light to 
show the mover. “It says, ‘Jackson.’” 

The mover considered this for a moment. 
“You think it’s from the ‘Thriller’ music 
video?” 

“Doubt it. How would my father have 
ever afforded a prop like that?” 


The mover shrugged. 

Barbara laughed lightly and took the bag. 
“T guess this can go in the Keep pile, just in 
case it’s worth something.” 

It was no more than a half hour later that 
the whistle blew again. Barbara followed the 
sound to the basement once more. 

“What have you got for me this time?” 
she asked on approach. 

The mover looked pale. He handed over 
another vacuum- sealed bag. This one 
contained a severed leg. He said, “I think we 
should call the police.” 

Barbara examined the leg and asked, 
“Why would we do that? You think it’s 
stolen?” 

“No... think it’s real.” 

Barbara laughed. “What makes you say 
that?” 

“Check the label.” 

Barbara found the small, marked name. 
This time, it was “‘Montana.””’ 

“So?” 

The mover licked his lips. “Come on, 
boss. Two limbs, two different names. You 
said you’ve been gone a decade? Your father 
wasn’t a hoarder before? All this shit around 


the house you don’t recognize.” 

Barbara felt her heart sink, but let her 
anger show instead. “Spit it out, James.” 

“T think that’s real, and all this stuff was 
taken from different homes. From different 
people.” 

Barbara laughed, but it was out of 
nervousness. “You’re saying my old man was a 
murderer?” 

The mover shrugged uncomfortably, 
averting his eyes. 

Barbara looked about the basement. 
“Which box did this come from?” 

The mover pointed. 

Barbara stormed shakily over to the box 
and began to rummage through its contents. 
She found a football, a jersey, and finally a 
trophy with a name. She held it up in the 
light. The mover came up beside her to take a 
look for himself. The name read, “‘George E. 
Montana.” 

“Jesus Christ,” the mover choked out. He 
lifted a finger and pointed to the corner of the 
box. “Is that...?” 

Barbara reached into the dark corner, 
pushed aside the jersey, and lifted out another 
bag. 


The mover vomited and hurried up the 
stairs. Barbara ignored him. She was in shock. 
The bag dropped from her hands with a thud. 

The head bounced off her shoe and rolled 
over. George’s lifeless, dull eyes stared back up 
at her pleadingly. 


RETURNING TO 
THE GRAY 
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Son, seeing as it’s just about my time to go, 
there’s something I would like to tell you. 
Something I haven’t shared with anyone else, at 
least not in some time. You see, in the beginning, I 
did try to tell the nurses and the doctors here, but 
they disregarded my experiences as “vivid 
hallucinations” brought upon by my “quickly 
deteriorating dementia.” If it were so bad, would I 
have even remembered their explanations? No, I 
think not; and yet, they insisted it was all in my 
head. But I am getting ahead of myself, so let me 
backtrack a bit. 

When your mother and I were first married, 
we couldn’t have children. We tried with no 
success. We saw doctors who informed us it 


wasn’t going to work and that we should accept it 
now. 

But I wouldn’t accept it. Not just for my 
desire to be a father, but for your mother’s heart, 
which was and had always been dead set on 
having children of her own. So, I met with 
someone. Or something. I couldn’t say what you’d 
consider it. A demon, I suppose. But since when 
do demons grant wishes? Maybe it was a god of 
some sort. Well, a price will always be paid, 
whoever it is you call. 

I was given the instructions by an eccentric 
man who owned a store specializing in rare 
books. I had talked to him at some length about 
your mother’s and my problem, and so he said he 
had just the trick. He gave me some words on an 
old paper I could not recognize, told me what I 
needed to do prior to and when reading them, 
and wished me a happy future with my kids. 

Of course, I thought little of it and him at 
the time. Come on, he sounded crazy. I assumed 
it was a joke, something we’d laugh about 
together later whenever he asked about my 
success. But some weeks went by, and your 
mother fell into a deep depression over our news 
from the doctors. So, I found that paper one night 
after getting drunk at the bar and took it to the 


shed we had out back. I guess I’d had just enough 
liquor in me to give the crazy scribbles a chance. 

I summoned it, whatever it was. A man, but 
not a man. He was gray and hairless. Completely 
smooth all over, perhaps stone-like in appearance. 
Like he was made of marble or something. Tall, 
very tall. Maybe even eight feet. He was tall 
enough that he was hunched over in the shed with 
his head and shoulders scraping the roof 
uncomfortably. And he didn’t look too happy 
about it, either. But I was so in shock, I didn’t 
even hear his first words. He had to snap me out 
of my trance and ask me what I wanted. Which 
was odd in itself, because the language he spoke 
wasn’t English. And yet, I understood him. 

I told him we wanted the ability to have 
children, me and my wife. In return, he told me I 
would serve him in death. He didn’t elaborate, 
nor did I have any idea what a summons of my 
own could mean. But I took the deal and the man 
sunk back into the earth and vanished. As for the 
eccentric bookstore owner, I never looked for him 
after that day. I was scared of what he might 
offer next. 

Now, believe it or not, that part of the story 
isn’t why I’ve written you this letter. There’s more 
to it. It’s events of the past year I wish to speak 


with you about, in some urgency. The ones that 
have been disregarded by the nurses and _ the 
doctors. 

About the time I was put in this home and 
diagnosed with dementia, I began receiving a 
visitor. A mute, I suppose. It never talks to me, 
anyway. It just stands by, watching me. 
Sometimes, I swear it tries to tell me something 
with its eyes, but I’m simply too stupid to 
understand, I guess. And, of course, no one else 
can see him. In some ways, my visitor is like that 
god I summoned in my youth. He’s gray and 
smooth. However, he’s much smaller, no taller 
than I, and wears loose clothing. It almost 
reminds me of the shit we wear here to ease the 
work of the nurses, what with all the changing of 
clothes they do all day. Sometimes, I think my 
visitor used to be a resident here, and _ the 
grayness is just a matter of him being dead. But 
what do I know? 

Lately, my visitor has appeared to be in 
distress. He’s moving around the room more, 
something he rarely did before. Sometimes, he 
even opens his mouth to scream, but nothing 
comes out. I don’t know what’s going on with 
him, but I fear his time is coming to an end, much 
like my own. Is he like a human clock sent to me 


as a sick joke? A countdown I can watch in real 
time? I’m afraid I don’t understand, but his 
behavior has made me increasingly anxious these 
days. I’m hardly sleeping anymore. 

What I’m asking of you, my son, is to find 
that piece of paper I tucked away so many years 
ago. Find it and bring it back. I wish to use it 
again. I need some sort of clarity of what’s to 
come. 

Love, your father 


2 


“Tm sorry, Mr. Bailey, but he’s gone.” 

“Gone? Gone where?” 

“Tub...” 

“Where’s the charge nurse? Or head 
nurse? Whatever they’re called here.” 

“One minute. This is, um...a developing 
situation, you must understand. She’s probably 
out on the floor trying to retrieve your father 
as we speak.” 

“IT don’t want excuses. I want an 
explanation.” 

The young CNA nodded and turned away 
quickly, hurrying over to a phone at the 
corner of the wraparound station. She pressed 
several buttons and the intercom spaced 


throughout the building gave a crackle. 

“Nurse Henley. Nurse Henley to the 
Welcome Station.” 

Kealan was furious with the staff, but also 
scared. His father’s letter had come as a 
surprise in more ways than one. Its contents 
were gibberish, but Kealan wished to indulge 
his father nevertheless, if not for a bit more 
information at least. Where was he to locate 
this summoning spell and how? The old family 
house had been sold decades ago. Had the 
letter been moved with them from place to 
place over time? What did it look like? Where 
in the house (whichever house) was it stored? 
What was the name of the bookstore and the 
owner that supplied it? Did his mother know 
anything about this supposed experience? If he 
was to humor his father, he planned to do it 
right. 

Of course, maybe there was more to this 
than he was willing to admit. Maybe there was 
a part of him that actually believed his father’s 
wild story. Maybe there were experiences he’d 
had of his own as a child, ones he couldn’t 
quite explain and had done his best to forget 
over time. Since reading that letter, Kealan 
could have sworn he had memories of a gray 


man checking on him as a kid from time to 
time... 

“She should be along shortly,” the young 
girl informed him, still timid and shrunken. 
Kealan apologized, but she_ still looked 
wounded as she shuffled off to her computer 
in an effort to appear busy. Kealan doubted 
she was actually working on anything in the 
midst of a missing resident. She probably 
needed to join the search party but was scared 
to leave him there without anyone to demand 
answers from—a job no one wanted to do but 
was necessary to keep from any further 
escalation. For example, he doubted the home 
wanted him to call the police. 

Kealan waited for five minutes before 
Nurse Henley appeared around the corner, just 
at the moment he was ready to head off down 
the halls on his own. Nurse Henley was a tall 
and thick woman with dark hair. Kealan 
wasn’t sure he could take her, not that a fight 
was in the works. It was more of an 
observation than anything. This was a woman 
that could hold her own against anyone that 
challenged her. 

“Mr. Bailey?” she asked breathlessly, 
turning his way. 


“Yes, ma’am.” 

“[m so sorry about this,” she began. 
Kealan could see in her eyes that she was 
nervous and scared. It wasn’t a good sign. 

“Did you find my father?” 

She shook her head and licked her lips as 
if they were parched from combing the desert 
in search of Anthony Bailey. “Your father has 
wandered off and must be hiding. All the exits 
are locked by key cards and codes, so he is in 
the building somewhere. It’s just a matter of... 
where, exactly.” 

Kealan nodded with a heavy sigh. “Can I 
join the search?” 

“To some extent,” she replied, waving 
over the huddled nurse from the welcome 
station. “You can go with Kelly here. For 
security and health reasons regarding our 
other residents, there will be areas she can’t 
take you. But you can still accompany her on 
at least a basic walk around the building, 
while the rest of us continue our deeper search 
into the washrooms and stock rooms. Chances 
are he’s hiding with the mops and brooms 
someplace. Maybe even in the kitchen.” 

“With knives and a freezer? You might 
want to scour that area first.” 


“T have checked with the cook already on 
a remote level. He’s seen no one. I will swing 
by directly to check myself, however. You can 
go ahead with Kelly, and we’ll meet back up 
shortly. We can call each other over the 
speakers from various points around the 
building, or by phone. It won’t be difficult to 
remain in contact.” She turned to Kelly and 
pulled out her cell as visual aid. “You have my 
permission to use your own in reaching me 
should there be things easier said off the 
intercom.” 

“Meaning bad news?” Kealan interjected. 

“Not at all. But you can’t be going over 
the speaker with things like, ‘We just checked 
the laundry room and found no signs of the 
resident.’ That’s not the sort of thing you 
announce to everyone in the building, you 
understand? Even if we didn’t have visitors— 
which we do—such updates could confuse and 
scare the other residents living here.” 

“Sure, sure. Well, let’s just get going.” 

Kealan and Kelly split up from Nurse 
Henley almost immediately, taking two 
separate halls. Kelly walked quicker than he’d 
expected, forcing Kealan to do most of the 
head swiveling. A lot of the residential rooms 


appeared empty, so he checked his watch. It 
was probably the lunch hour. Maybe that’s 
why they’d noticed his father was missing. 
With Kelly staying quiet and moving briskly, 
Kealan took it upon himself to begin calling 
for his father as they hurried down the hall. 

Finally, they came to a stop where 
alcoves existed to their left and right. Kelly 
turned to him and said, “Stay out here. These 
doors here are bathing areas where we do 
showers and some hair care. And the doors 
over there go to laundry and some cleaning 
supplies. You’re not allowed in these locations, 
so ll check them and be right out.” 

Once she’d disappeared into the first 
shower room, Kealan turned to the opposite 
door in examination. Unfortunately, it had a 
keypad locking it. So instead, he began to stick 
his head into the neighboring residential 
rooms, checking behind doors and around 
furniture, as well as in closets and private 
baths. He’d only done three small rooms when 
Kelly reappeared to cross the hall for the 
laundry room. She looked for him and said, 
“Please don’t go through people’s things. It’s 
rude,” before disappearing again. Kealan 
almost laughed. As if he’d care to steal some 


underwear and dentures. He was looking for 
his father, whom they’d lost. The girl’s 
priorities weren’t where they needed to be. 

Down the hall at the end, not far from his 
current location, was a dining room of some 
sort. But it was quiet in comparison to the one 
upstairs, where David had visited his father 
eating in the past. That room was large and 
loud and bright. This one ahead of him was 
dimmed and featured several couches and 
chairs opposite of a TV running old movies. 
He made his way through its double doors and 
found a nurse helping feed one of the more 
helpless residents. There were three more 
scattered about, each of which was eating very 
slowly or not at all. 

None of them was his father. He was 
about to turn back when he realized the 
opposite end of the room bore doors to the 
kitchen. Nurse Henley was probably inside, if 
she’d gone there first as she’d led him to 
believe. Then again, she’d taken a different 
direction than they had, so maybe she was in 
the other residential hall right now. 

“Did Nurse Henley pass through yet?” he 
asked the nearby nurse. 

“Not that I’ve seen. Is there something I 


can help you with?” 

“We’re looking for my father, Anthony 
Bailey. Have you seen him recently?” 

The nurse looked troubled but tried to 
hide it. “Not since breakfast.” 

“Did he eat this morning?” 

“Yes, like normal. Nothing seemed out of 
the ordinary.” 

Kealan was about to leave when he 
decided to check something else. He moved 
over to a free chair and took a seat, leaning 
forward with his elbows on his knees. “Can I 
ask you something about his behavior?” 

“Sure.” 

“He wrote me a letter that was...a bit 
confusing. Not like it was gibberish. But 
strange still. He talked about a ghost, I 
suppose. Someone that watches him a lot but 
doesn’t speak. He told me he’d talked to the 
staff here about it, but no one would take him 
seriously.” 

“Should we be taking ghosts seriously?” 
the woman asked. She appeared serious, 
however cheeky the comment sounded to 
Kealan. 

He bit his tongue for a moment before 
replying. “I guess what I’m getting at is 


whether or not you’ve ever seen anyone, 
perhaps another resident, hanging around his 
room and bothering him? The man _ has 
dementia and can see reality differently from 
you and I, as you must know.” 

“So, you mean someone that is very much 
here, but he thinks is a ghost,” she said, not so 
much as a question. 

“Right.” 

“Not that I’ve noticed. To be honest, your 
father likes to keep to himself. He doesn’t 
seem to have any interest in friends.” 

“T wouldn’t expect someone stalking him 
to be considered a friend.” 

“We go in and out of these rooms all day 
long, Mr. Bailey, and I’ve not noticed anyone 
hanging around your father.” 

“Have you seen anything out of place?” 

“Such as?” 

“T don’t know. Just anything weird, I 
guess.” 

“Are we back to ghosts?” 

Kealan was getting angry again. “This 
facility has misplaced my father. Maybe 
consider your responses a bit more before the 
police get involved and I have to tell them 
how careless you were answering my 


questions.” 

“lm not being careless, sir. In fact, I 
never once said I don’t believe in ghosts.” 

“You asked if you should be taking them 
seriously, which came off snidely to me.” 

“T didn’t mean it that way, I assure you. 
You see...obviously, others aren’t going to be 
looking out for ghosts or be concerned by a 
patient’s ramblings of one. And I don’t get 
wotried about them _ personally—despite 
believing—because I’ve never once seen a 
ghost harm someone living. They just...exist. 
Like scenery. They’ve never given me any 
alarm.” 

At this, Kealan had to pause and consider 
what he said next. “I’m, uh...well, okay. So, 
you see ghosts...here...sometimes?” 

“Sure. It is a nursing home. They’re to be 
expected.” 

“Okay, so...to backtrack...have you 
noticed anything weird? And yes, I suppose I 
mean ghostly.” 

“Yes. But not around your father.” 

Kealan cursed under his breath and 
looked around them, half expecting Kelly to 
come barging into the room to pull him away. 
He wondered if she’d gone on without him. 


It’s not like she’d seemed keen on having his 
company. 

“Do any of the other nurses here treat my 
father differently?” 

“No.” 

He’d expected such an answer. He didn’t 
know where to go from there. 

“T guess Ill leave you alone. Please alert 
us all if you spot my father.” 

“Wait, Mr. Bailey.” 

“Yes?” 

“T do recall something from months ago, 
now that we’ve talked a bit about it.” 

“Yeah? What is it?” 

“Your father hasn’t said much to me, 
personally, about being bothered. But I know 
he’s spoken to other staff over time. I just 
don’t work in his room often. I’m usually 
down here with the residents that need more 
help. Despite your father’s dementia, he hasn’t 
been moved to this section yet. He seems to do 
alright, for the most part.” 

“Okay.” 

“Anyway, one of the nurses told me about 
a conversation they had one day. Had to have 
been back during the summer or even earlier 
in the year.” 


“What was it?” 

“She said your father was complaining 
about the gray man again. Word about that 
has gone all through these halls, but like I’ve 
told you, I’ve never seen or felt him. So, ’m 
not positive it’s a ghost. I don’t know why I 
wouldn’t be able to see him when I see the 
others. But I digress. The gray man is known 
about here as being your father’s ‘favorite 
illusion.’ Their words, not mine, I assure you. 
But this particular conversation went 
elsewhere, I was told. Your father apparently 
broke down crying and talked about some deal 
with a god he made. Some large man in his 
shed when he was much younger. Very odd, of 
course, so my nurse was laughing about it. But 
remembering that story has me a bit alarmed 
now.” 

“How come?” 

“Assuming there’s any credibility behind 
it, a gray man could make sense. Not only 
that, but your father would be bound to 
vanish eventually. Why not now?” 

“You’ve lost me,” Kealan said, no longer 
paying attention to the world around them. It 
was as if there was no one else in the room 
with them. 


“There’s a god, relatively new, that my 
grandfather told me about as a child. And by 
new, I mean He’s not from ancient scripture or 
mythology. I don’t actually know His origin or 
name, nor did my grandfather. But he told me 
how he met with some large, gray man at a 
time when he’d lost his job and his family was 
about to be homeless.” 

“Is this gray god the same man that 
follows my father here?” 

“No. That would be one of His watchers, I 
assume. Someone that appears near the end. 
You’d know the god if you saw Him. My 
grandfather likened him to a tank. A very solid 
and formidable man you would never pick a 
fight against.” 

“Well, what happened?” Despite his best 
efforts, Kealan was becoming antsy. 

“My grandfather never told me about a 
watcher, so that part is guesswork on my end. 
But if your father met with the same god as 
my grandfather, then it seems likely he was 
taken just the same.” 

“Please explain.” 

“One day, my _ grandfather simply 
disappeared. No remains were ever found. It 
happened when I was a teenager. I hadn’t 


thought about the gray god in some time, but 
the conversation returned to me at that time 
of bewilderment. The family, the police... 
everyone was confused as to how an old man 
could just disappear like that. So, I did some 
research at the library and, sadly, came up 
with very little. Nothing, essentially. But then 
I came across a man who owned—” 

“A store for rare books,” Kealan 
interrupted. 

The nurse met his gaze and nodded 
slowly. “I take it your father went there as 
well?” 

“He mentioned it in his letter.” 

“Yes. There was a store. And there was a 
man. An excitable man. And he told me I 
didn’t have enough trouble to go about 
summoning this Power, he called it. But he did 
tell me my grandfather was an old friend, and 
that his disappearance was a natural cost that 
had come due.” 

“Did you ask him for more information?” 

“T couldn’t.” 

“How come?” 

“T blinked and was back home in my 
living room. It was as if I dreamed the whole 
thing. I tried looking for the store again, but it 


was gone. As if it never existed in the first 
place.” 
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I never found my father or the summoning spell 
he wished me to retrieve. The police were called, 
of course, but they came up empty handed. The 
surrounding area was searched, but it seemed 
unlikely that a seventy-two-year-old man with 
dementia crossed acres and acres of farmland to 
find a ride elsewhere. The police came to the 
conclusion that my father had left the nursing 
home with someone that was visiting or worked 
there. For what reason, they could not say. 

As for me, life has been declining quickly 
since that winter. It was as if my father’s price 
coming due set off a chain reaction with me. My 
wife had a miscarriage and left. Shortly after 
that, her mind shattered from our loss, and she 
was admitted to a mental hospital. My work was 
suffering throughout this, and so I lost my job. I 
have felt very little reason to live anymore, having 
lost everyone and everything. 

But then something happened this morning, 
and it is for that reason that I am writing this. 
Unlike my father, ’m going to keep an account of 
things moving forward. 


Because, you see, I found that bookstore 
with the eccentric owner. And, somehow, he 
knows me and what I need to fix things. 

I now have the appropriate summons, right 
here beside me. The only question I have is this: 
will the price be worth it? 

I suppose there’s only one way to find out. 


RAVENOUS 
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Sam and Eric were siblings, born two years 
apart. Sam was not only the eldest, but the 
most adventurous. She was tall, slender, and 
fierce. She led most of their explorations into 
the unknown—the unknown being the large 
property farmed by their father. Their mother, 
Abela, had abandoned them two years earlier, 
when Sam was seven and her brother five. 
Their father, Marcus Corel, was a busy man 
that didn’t have time to focus on _ their 
whereabouts, due to the demands of the farm. 
As such, Sam and Eric had more freedom than 
the average child. 

Eric was unlike his sister in almost every 
way. He was average in size, hesitant, and 
cautious. It was usually he that forced their 
return home each day, tired and hungry for 
supper. Sometimes his sister would make fun 


of him for it, but they were close, 
nevertheless. Inseparable, you might say. They 
did everything together. Some joked they 
acted like twins. Eric never understood this, 
seeing as Sam thought differently than he. She 
saw the world as exciting and full of 
possibility. He did not. 

It was a typical Saturday on the Corel 
Farm when the kids headed off into the fields 
that bordered the property. There was a large 
section beyond the barns they liked to 
frequent. Though the horses used it often, the 
kids rarely came across them in play. In fact, 
one of their father’s horses hadn’t been seen in 
a week. Marcus had searched the property up 
and down for Jasmine but was never able to 
locate her. He had since reported the animal 
as stolen to the police. Sam didn’t think she 
was taken, though. The farm was huge, with 
sprawling acreage in every direction. There 
were also plenty of wooded areas on the 
property, some fenced and others open to the 
world. Sam suspected the horse to be hiding 
among the trees somewhere, enjoying the 
game of hide and seek. Nevertheless, flyers 
were placed around town asking for Jasmine 
to be returned. 


“Faster!” Sam cried with glee as she 
sprinted across the field. As usual, her shoes 
were untied and soaring through the air 
behind her. 

Eric was about fifteen feet behind her, 
trying to keep up. He didn’t have long legs like 
Sam, so she was always ahead of him when 
they ran. “Would you please slow down?” 

She looked over her shoulder at him and 
did a twirl through the air. When she landed, 
she slowed to a stop and dropped herself down 
into the grass. “How will you ever catch the 
girls in your class?” 

“If ’m lucky, they won’t run from me,” 
her brother said with a grin, despite his 
heaving chest. He planted his bottom opposite 
Sam and caught his breath. “What are we 
doing today? I have a book I’d like to read.” 

Sam made a dismissive sound and said, 
“You can read in the evening. When the sun is 
out, we play.” 

“And what are we playing?” 

Sam shrugged. “I don’t know yet.” 

“Riveting.” 

“Shut up.” 

Eric looked beyond his sister, his eyes 
narrowing. “What is that?” 


Sam climbed to her feet and turned. Not 
far from them, a reflective spiral hovered 
several feet above the ground. Sam 
approached it curiously and tilted her head. 
The spiral was growing and growing, all the 
while filling with—what appeared to be— 
static. Her brother appeared by her side a 
moment later and took her hand. 

“T don’t think it’s safe,” he said. 

“What is it?” 

“Looks like a TV screen when we lose 
signal.” 

“It does, doesn’t it?” Sam removed her 
hand from his and reached for the spiral. 

Her brother smacked it down. “Don’t 
touch it!” 

She glared at him. “Why not?” 

“You don’t know what it is!” 

“Tt reminds me of something.” 

“What?” 

Sam studied the spiral a moment longer 
before it came to her. “You think it’s like The 
Twilight Zone?” 

Eric shivered. “I hope not.” 

The spiral was as long as a full-length 
mirror now, no longer expanding. 

“Looks like a doorway to me.” 


“Stop.” 

Sam took a deep breath. “I smell 
adventure!” 

“Stop, please.” 

Sam made up her mind. She shoved her 
brother to the ground and jumped into the 
static. Eric screamed and climbed to his feet. 
His sister had vanished. He tried walking 
around to the backside of the spiral, but it 
seemed to always face him, no matter the 
angle. He cried out his sister’s name. There 
was no reply. He looked around for his father, 
but they were acres away from the house. He 
couldn’t see or hear anyone. 

Terrified for his sister’s safety, Eric 
squeezed his eyes tight, said a prayer, and 
entered the static. 
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The other side was different from their farm. It 
was a desert canyon. Towering rocks stood on 
each side of them, reaching for the sky. A thin 
tree with few leaves was located along the left 
wall. It was there that Eric saw his sister. He 
hurried over to her and asked what she was 
thinking by jumping into the spiral like that. 
“This place is amazing,” she _ said, 


spinning in place beneath the weak coverage 
of the tree. “ve never been in a canyon 
before. We should try climbing while we’re 
here!” 

Eric looked back at the long oval of 
static. Was it smaller than before? 

“Come on!” 

Eric turned and _ spotted his sister 
charging down the path, away from him. 
“Wait, Sam!” He gave chase, but she had a 
head start. “I don’t think we should be here!” 

Sam jumped and twirled in the air, 
alternating between dances and skips and 
runs. Eric caught up to her and grabbed her 
arm. They skidded to a stop, kicking up dust. 
He looked back for the spiral, but it was much 
smaller now, just the size of a car tire now. 
“We have to hurry,” he cried, pulling his sister 
along. “It’s closing!” 

But they were too late. Before they’d even 
reached the tree, the spiral had folded into 
itself and vanished. Eric began _ to 
hyperventilate. As he dropped to the hard 
ground and shook, his sister placed a hand on 
his shoulder and said, “Calm down, Eric. We'll 
find another way out.” 

“How?” he blubbered. “Look at this 


place!” 

Sam tilted her head back and estimated 
the heights of the walls surrounding the 
canyon. They had to be a hundred feet, at 
least. She then looked down the path and 
spotted tracks in the dirt that were not her 
own. They were in the shape of horseshoes. 
Had Jasmine come through here? Was this 
way she couldn’t be found? 

Sam heard a strange sound and looked 
back at her brother. He was gasping and 
choking and pulling roughly at his hair. She 
sat down beside him and took Eric in her 
arms. As she rubbed his shoulders and 
whispered, “Relax, shhh, relax,” into his ears, 
her brother slowly returned to normal. 

“What are we going to do?” he asked her. 

Sam licked her lips. She was getting 
thirsty, she realized. Maybe a little hungry, as 
well. “We follow the path,” she said. 
“Eventually, we’ll find someone that can help 
us get home.” 

Eric looked her in the eye. “Do you really 
believe that?” 

For the first time in a very long time, Sam 
felt a shiver chase down her spine. “Sure,” she 
told him. “Of course, we will.” 
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Hours passed in the canyon. Though their path 
continued to wind through the walls of rock, 
there was never anything or anyone to see. 
Exhausted, they collapsed in the dirt and 
huddled together. The sky was quickly getting 
dark. In mere minutes, the canyon went from 
bright to invisible. The black swallowed them. 
The temperature dropped dramatically. 
Nothing about this place was as natural as it 
seemed. Animals screamed from varying 
heights. They didn’t sound like anything the 
kids had ever heard. 

“Tm scared,” Eric said, hugging his sister 
tightly and blindly. 

Sam hated to admit it, but so was she. 
“Don’t worry,” she told her brother. “When 
the sun rises, we’ll climb out. This path is 
taking too long to lead anywhere.” 

“But it’s too high. How will we do it?” 

Sam didn’t know, but she kept that to 
herself. “Quiet, now. Let’s get some sleep 
while we can. I’m so tired.” 

“And hungry,” her brother said. “And 
thirsty.” 

“Yes. That, too.” 

“Why is it so dark? I’ve never seen night 


like this before.” 

“T don’t know, Eric. This place is 
different.” 

Her brother nestled his head into her 
chest and shivered against the cold. Sam 
closed her eyes and tried to sleep but was too 
uncomfortable to do so. She spent most of the 
night awake, listening to the strange sounds 
that surrounded them. 
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When morning came, Sam left her sleeping 
brother’s side and examined the canyon walls. 
She made several attempts to climb them but 
failed. They needed rope or some sort of 
pulley system. She turned to look at her 
brother. All they had with them were the 
clothes on their back. Even if they were to 
remove them, tear them, and fasten them 
together, the walls were simply too high. 
Worst of all, she was too hungry to continue 
looking for a way out. What little energy she 
had with the rising sun was now depleted. 

Her brother stirred. Opened his eyes, 
blinked several times. Sat up and looked 
around them. “Where are we?” 

“You don’t remember?” 


Eric’s eyes widened with fear and 
realization. “That wasn’t a dream?” 

“Tm afraid not.” Sam walked over to him 
and took a seat. “And I’ve tried climbing 
already. It’s impossible. At least, here it is. 
Maybe we should continue further down the 
path and see if...I don’t know, things change.” 

Eric eyed the walls and shuddered. “Are 
we going to die here?” 

Sam smacked his knee. “Don’t say that. 
We will be fine. Father will find us.” 

“How?” 

“He just will. You must have faith. Okay? 
Now get up. We need to hunt for food.” 

“Hunt?” 

“Yeah. Kill something and eat it.” 

“T don’t know how to do that.” 

“Neither do I, but we must learn. Aren’t 
you hungry?” 

Eric cradled his growling belly. “More 
than anything.” 

“Then get up and help me _ find 
something.” 

For the next hour, they searched every 
nook and cranny they could find along the 
path. Occasionally, they would band together 
to lift a heavy rock and check underneath it. 


There were bugs, but nothing else. Sam finally 
ate one, too hungry to care. Her brother made 
a disgusted face and retched. The bug had 
been crunchy and strange looking, but the 
taste wasn’t too bad. Just bitter. She ate 
another and then another. 

Eric couldn’t look at his sister as she fed. 
“Ts that safe?” he asked with his back turned. 

“How should I know? But we need to eat 
something, and I’ve heard bugs are full of 
protein.” 

“Really?” 

“T think so.” 

Eric turned to look at her and the bugs 
they uncovered. Only two remained. He 
picked up one and examined it closely. It 
squirmed in his hands and made an odd 
squealing sound. Eric tossed it aside and 
retched again. “I can’t,” he said. 

Sam picked up the last two bugs and 
shoved them into her mouth. She immediately 
silenced their screams with her teeth. “We’ll 
find you something else,” she said upon 
swallowing. 

They walked back the way they’d come 
the day before, in hopes of locating the sad 
tree. Their progress was slow, though. 


Frequently, they paused to search for food or 
rest. Though Sam was doing better now, her 
brother was still exhausted from hunger. 
When another rock yielded a small assortment 
of bugs, Sam offered one to her brother once 
more. He simply shook his head and looked 
away. 
Again, she dined alone. 
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“You don’t look so good.” 

Sam was seated with her back against the 
canyon wall. Her face was pale, and her eyes 
were sunken. Her brother was standing several 
feet before her with his hands on his knees 
and leaning forward. He examined her all 
over, scared by what he could see outside of 
her clothes. Sam’s arms were covered in rashes 
and bruises now, some small and others still 
blossoming. The skin around her fingers had 
split to bleed, as if sucked dry of moisture. 
These changes, all of them, had come quickly 
and fiercely. Just ten minutes earlier, Sam had 
looked like her regular self. This was 
something different. 

“T think you’re sick,” her brother said, 
straightening. “I think it was those bugs you 
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ate. 

Sam groaned. She was hungry again. So 
hungry. 

“How does your stomach feel? Do you 
need to throw up?” 

Sam shook her head. “No, I need to eat.” 

“T think you should try throwing up.” 

“No.” 

“Those bugs were poisonous’ or 
something. You need a doctor.” 

“Then help me up so we can find a way 
out of here.” 

Eric grabbed his sister’s hands and pulled 
her up. It wasn’t easy; she was mostly dead 
weight. Once on her feet, she trembled all 
over. 

“Maybe you should stay here,” Eric said, 
eyeing her closely. “You look like you’re going 
to fall over any minute.” 

“You would leave your dear sister out 
here all alone?” she asked, genuinely 
surprised. 

Eric straightened in defense. “You always 
say ’m a wimp. I’m trying to be brave for 
you.” 

“You’re going to need it real soon.” 

“Why do you say that?” 


Sam looked to the sky. It was quickly 
growing dark again. “I think the night is 
back.” 

Her brother titled his head back and 
moaned. “No, no, no...it’s too soon! How can 
it be getting dark already?” 

Sam placed her hands against the canyon 
wall and slowly lowered herself back down 
into the dirt. “This place isn’t normal,” she 
said. “We need the static.” 

Eric knelt beside her and placed a hand 
on his sister’s shoulder. She was quickly fading 
into the advancing darkness. “We’ll find it,” he 
told her, summoning all the courage he could 
muster. “When the light comes back. We’ll 
find it, one way or another.” 

Sam removed his hand from her shoulder 
and held it in her lap, pulling her brother to 
the ground. He immediately scooted close to 
her and rested his head against her bicep. The 
darkness enveloped them, and all vanished 
from sight. 

“Tm so hungry,” she whispered. 
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The nightmare was unlike any she’d ever had. 
She was blind. She was starving and 


hunting for food in the darkness. She used her 
ears to locate her prey. It was big, but she was 
bigger. They struggled in the dirt for several 
minutes, trading blows. Her prey screamed 
and screamed, but she continued to fight. 
Finally, she caught a flailing limb and bit 
down upon it. She tasted blood, felt muscle 
against her tongue. Adrenaline coursed 
through her body. Her brain commanded her 
to kill the creature, be done with it. 

Sam held onto the creature with one 
hand and felt around the dirt for a weapon. 
She located a stone as large as her palm and 
snatched it from the ground, laughing 
victoriously. The rock came down hard upon 
the creature. It cried out in pain. Sam struck it 
again and again until it stopped fighting her. 
Then she relaxed, took several deep breaths, 
and settled herself. 

Her stomach growled. 

You must eat! 

Sam ran her hands along the creature 
beneath her, looking for a limb. It was still 
alive, still whimpering. She placed an ear 
against its body, listening for its heartbeat. 
Heard it. Located the source. 

Used her fists to break her way inside and 


steal it. 
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Light returned to the canyon. Sam sat up from 
the dirt and stretched. She felt amazing. 
Surprisingly well rested, considering the 
nightmare. Maybe she had broken a fever in 
the night. She no longer felt weak. She 
examined her arms for rashes but found blood 
instead. 

Sam stiffened. Her breath caught in her 
chest. 

What is this? 

Sticky, congealing blood. Her arms were 
covered in it. 

Sam pulled her shirt out from her waist 
and examined it. It, too, was dirtied with 
blood. Soaked in it. Heavy with it. 

“Eric?” 

Sam stood and turned. Cradled against 
the canyon wall was a small body, broken and 
red. Red all over. 

“Eric?” 

His arm was wrong. Half missing, lined 
with deep gouges. The stump was angry and 
chewed upon. Discarded several feet over was 
the severed hand. Its fingers looked stripped 


clean of skin and muscle. Sam could see their 
bones. 

The nightmare—it had been real. She’d 
fought her brother. Killed her brother. 

Eaten off her brother. 

Sam began to vomit. 
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She dragged Eric by the foot behind her. An 
hour had passed, maybe more. They had to be 
near the tree by now. Surely, they hadn’t gone 
this far from it on their first day. 

Sam was hungry again. She could see the 
rashes and bruises along her arms appearing 
once more. Did this mean she was still sick? 
There were voices in her head, speaking from 
time to time in shifting volumes. She wasn’t in 
control of them, though they spoke in her own 
voice. Was she going crazy? Perhaps her 
brother had been right about the bugs. 

They were tainted. 

Now she was, too. Her stomach twisted 
and growled, bringing Sam to her knees time 
and again. She wanted food more than 
anything. She looked back at her brother’s 
corpse. Told herself no. Control yourself. Stood 
and walked. Found the tree twenty minutes 


later. Crashed beneath it. Moaned and cried. 
The portal was still absent. 
And she was so hungry. 
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Marcus Corel couldn’t find his kids anywhere 
in the house. He called inside and outside for 
them, as loud as he could, but nobody replied. 
Finally, he got into the truck and searched the 
property field by field. When he spotted a 
reflective spiral floating several feet above the 
ground out in the middle of his horse 
enclosure, Marcus slammed on the brakes and 
stumbled out of his vehicle toward it. 

“What the hell is that?” 

The spiral was growing and filling with 
static. He watched with alarm as it took the 
shape of a tall mirror, tall enough to be used 
as a doorway. He reached out to it hesitantly 
and touched the static. It prickled his skin. He 
curled his fingers into his palm and looked at 
them. They appeared unharmed. He reached 
out again, this time pushing his hand through 
the static. Wiggled his fingers, which could no 
longer be seen. Pulled his hand back and 
examined it. Nothing. 

Marcus looked back at the truck, then the 


barns, and then the house. Everything was still 
and quiet. 

He swallowed hard and stepped through 
the spiral. The other side was a barren canyon 
of dirt and rock. A tree stood to his left, 
cowering from the sun. Beneath it was 
someone resting on their knees with their back 
to him. Their head was down. Their shoulders 
were moving as their hands worked on 
something he could not see. The person 
appeared to be praying over a small body. 

Marcus felt his heart leap into his throat. 
“Hello?” 

The head lifted. Twisted to look over its 
shoulder. 

“Samantha?” 

The girl’s eyes widened. She jumped to 
her feet and turned to face her father. She was 
covered in blood and gore from head to toe. 
She spotted the spiral behind him and ran for 
it. Marcus hurried forward and snatched her 
out of the air as she tried launching past him. 

“What—what happened to you?!” he 
asked, hugging her tightly in his large arms. 

“Let me go!” she screamed, struggling 
against the embrace. “The hole! The hole!” 

Marcus pushed her out from his body and 


tried to meet Sam’s gaze. It was almost feral. 
He then looked over his shoulder and saw that 
the spiral was quickly shrinking. His grip 
loosened just enough that his daughter was 
able to tear away from him. She darted for the 
spiral and tripped on her untied shoelaces. She 
hit the ground hard and screamed, clamoring 
back to her feet as quickly as possible. By the 
time she’d reached the spiral, it was no bigger 
than a dinner plate. She shoved her hands 
inside and tried to grip its frame, pull it open. 
The spiral continued to shrink. At the last 
second, Sam pulled her hands free and 
screamed as their exit folded into itself. 

Behind her, Marcus had moved to the 
tree to examine the body resting there. When 
he saw that it was his son, he collapsed and 
pulled the corpse close to his chest. He cried 
so hard that there was no sound for several 
long seconds. Then his throat cracked, and he 
bellowed so loudly that the canyon echoed 
like a wounded beast. 

Sam turned away from the empty space 
where the spiral had stood moments before. 
Looked to the tree. Saw her father on his 
knees, wailing like a broken man. Her stomach 
growled and the voices in her head spoke in 


an overlapping chorus. 

Kill! Kill! Kill! 

Sam licked her lips and _ stumbled 
forward, scooping up a heavy rock as she 
neared the back of her father. 

Eat! Eat! Eat! 

Sam licked her blood caked lips and said, 
“T shall.” 


BLOCKS LOYAL AND 
THE TWITCHER’S GAME 


» 
AL ia 


I can always trust these people to have my 
back. There’s never a shortage of the dead. 
Even if I were to just use this one cemetery 
and never visit another, I can’t imagine ever 
touching every tombstone during my game of 
choosing victims. 

(Sounds of drinking, followed by smacking 
lips) 

My name is Alex Mitral and I’m the serial 
killer known as the Twitcher. Why do they call 
me that? You see this bag here in my overcoat 
pocket? Of course, you don’t; this is a 
recording for my fans once I’m gone, locked 


up or dead. Either way. 

This bag contains a bunch of little 
electronic devices I make at home. Have you 
ever seen the sticky pads that shock your 
muscles when attached? That’s what these do, 
more or less. I slip them under the skin of my 
victims and flip the remote switch and... 

(Buzzer imitation) 

Ah! They twitch and jerk and even scoot 
an inch in circles sometimes. Of course, if the 
body is found too late, rigor mortis ends up 
killing the effect. But that’s why I always call 
in my kills—I want the twitching to be active 
when the police find my work. It’s called 
showmanship. It’s what sets me apart from 
your every day, lazy killer. 

This cemetery—Blocks Loyal in Erwin—is 
very old and very full. I play a game here to 
decide who I will hunt next. If you’re hearing 
this, I wonder if the police have made this 
connection yet or not. I doubt it. Of course, 
assuming they’ve gotten their hands on this 
tape, they know me now! 

(Sounds of movement) 

What I do is visit a row of graves with a 
deck of cards. I assign every tombstone a 
number, take all the spades from my deck, 


along with a Joker, and shuffle the cards. One 
to thirteen for Ace to King. The Joker is 
fourteen. I deal the cards and use that order to 
compose my list of names for future victims. 
To keep from having an overwhelming list 
each visit, I only take the top three to five 
with me to the research stage of my choosing 
—this being when I find people with matching 
names and determine their location. 
Sometimes, they’re already dead. Other times, 
they are overseas. But it’s really not difficult to 
just match a name to another person. For 
example, do you know how many Paul 
Jacobses there are in this fucking country? 
Plenty. 

Does my card trick sound familiar to any 
of you? Then we’re the best of friends, because 
you're familiar with the way Stephen King 
ordered his stories in Everything’s Eventual. I 
used to have trouble choosing my next 
walking corpse, but no longer! Though, I do 
have my rules, of course. No children, no 
elderly. I am looking for someone between 
eighteen and fifty. If they’re any older, it just 
feels mean. 

Hmmm. It’s rather warm out today, but 
there is a breeze. I could spend all morning 


with these tombstones and be happy in doing 
so. Every once and a while, a mourner sees me 
with my cards and eyes me with suspicion. 
I’ve even had the cops called before. But here’s 
the thing—you can’t arrest a person for 
playing cards with the dead. It also works in 
my favor that the Blocks Loyal cemetery 
houses my deceased mother. If anyone gets 
too annoying, I tell them I’m here to visit her. 
I don’t talk to her very often, in all honesty, 
but I'll occasionally say hi and let her know 
how things are coming along. She’s the one 
who taught me to kill, you know? Add that to 
my profile if it isn’t already there. 

It all started when I was eleven. I started 
developing and my mother’s boyfriends took 
notice. One of them assaulted me while my 
mother was showering. She came out in a 
towel to find me violated and crying on the 
couch. She took a frying pan to that boyfriend 
and knocked him out cold. Then she let me in 
on a secret. I suppose she was looking to get 
my mind off what had just happened, or 
maybe she just thought it was a good time to 
reveal her true self to me. 

As it turned out, she had killed five men 
by that point. This included my father, a serial 


rapist and renowned lawyer. No one believed 
my mother when she reported it, so she killed 
him herself. After that, it not only became 
easier for her to hurt a man, but it also 
became desirable. It was for this reason she 
would choose to date scumbags—she wanted 
them to give her an excuse to murder. This is 
also the reason I hate my mother to some 
degree; what happened to me at eleven would 
never have happened if she hadn’t brought 
that particular scumbag into our home. 

She taught me to kill using him. The 
bastard was named Tommy, and he was not 
missed by anyone. However, I can’t say Ill 
ever forget him. He was my first in more ways 
than one that night. 

We did it nice and slow. Our house was 
in the foothills away from everybody else, so 
his screams weren’t of any concern. We 
tortured him with simple, dull tools that hurt 
more than they did lasting damage. We 
worked like that for hours. To wake him, I 
drove finishing nails into his fingertips. We 
had him taped to a dining room chair, which 
he eventually broke while he was hopping 
around. But at that point, it didn’t matter; his 
legs were already flayed and broken by then. 


He may have hobbled a few steps at a time 
from us had we allowed it, but there was no 
chance of him ever really escaping the 
property. 

By nightfall, I was given a hammer and a 
shovel and told by my mother to “finish it.” I 
bashed his skull in until it looked like a Jack- 
O-Lantern someone had stepped on. Then—as 
he gasped for his final breaths—I used the 
shovel to decapitate him. My mother then 
helped me dissect him into smaller pieces, 
which we gradually boiled over the course of 
two weeks. Once we’d done that—making 
Tommy nice and spongy—we buried him 
under the crawlspace and set the house on 
fire. It ended up spreading along the foothills 
and causing a ton of damage, but no one ever 
came asking or looking for Tommy. And I 
don’t blame them. 

Ah, memories... 

But I digress. Though this recording is, by 
design, a behind-the-scenes sort of feature for 
my fans, I would like to focus more on my 
cemetery games right now. 

Blocks Loyal is quite large, as far as I’m 
concerned. I think it’s one of the largest 
cemeteries we have in this tri-city area, 


though I could be wrong. All I know is I could 
kill hundreds of people and still have names 
left for my deck. Today, I will be choosing five 
instead of my average three. Why? Because 
the weather is finally getting nicer, and | 
would like to travel more. 

The pandemic has made that difficult, 
even though killing has become easier. 
Wearing a mask to hide my face is no longer 
suspicious behavior. With it, I simply pull my 
hair back into a bun, put in some colored 
contacts, throw on a pair of fake glasses, and 
I’m practically invisible. If ’'m working too 
close to home, I can always add some press-on 
tattoos to make myself even more foreign 
looking without a disguise. I’m like that right 
now, in fact. 

(Twitcher happily sighs) 

These tombstones send warmth through 
my fingertips. I’ve fallen asleep against some 
in the past. I find them comforting, though I 
can’t tell you why for sure. Over here, this 
tombstone...this is the name I picked the first 
time I played my deck. Georgette Abernathy. 
She was a beauty in North Carolina. I was 
almost sorry to kill her. We made love for a 
long weekend before I took a gardening spade 


to her neck. She’s now growing flowers out of 
her chest near a cliffside. It’s what she would 
have wanted. Trust me. 

And this one over here... hold on— 

(Twitcher breathing heavily into 
microphone) 

—shit, that was a little further than I 
thought. Phew! Anyway, this one right here 
was one of my absolute favorites. Jeeeesus! 
This motherfucker. He was fun. Zack 
Hayward. When I researched this name and 
chose the Zack Hayward I would be locating, I 
had no idea how sick he was until he gave me 
a run for my money. He almost killed me! 
Turns out he was a killer, too. Not as good as 
me, of course, but close. I had to do some 
reading after our fight to figure out just who 
he really was. Ever heard of the Backyard 
Sprinkler? ZACK HAYWARD! 

Oops...shit, that lady is looking at me 
now. Helloooo! Nice out, isn’t it? 

Anyway, the Backyard Sprinkler was this 
creep that killed a dozen people in Florida in 
their backyards. He would then do something 
quite ingenious. The police thought he was 
pissing on the bodies at first, but it was more 
complicated than that. You see, they probably 


would have identified him real quick if he was 
actually pissing on people. But instead, he 
stole urine samples from his job at the clinic 
and dumped them onto the bodies once he 
was ready to leave. Whenever the police 
started getting back their test results on the 
piss, they found themselves with a list of 
suspects. It was hilarious! 

(Silence spans several minutes) 

Sorry about that. I’m still here. I just had 
to choose my row of tombstones for the new 
list ’m about to make. I wanted to get some 
distance from that lady who was looking at me 
like ’'m crazy. And maybe I am a bit, but I 
think killing is in our DNA or whatever. It’s 
part of our animal side. Some people just...I 
don’t know, bring it forward more than others. 

So, this row begins with...Thomas Leigh. 
Damn, this guy died young. He was only 
thirty-two. Wasn’t me, though! Hold up a sec 
while I get my deck ready. 

(Sounds of shuffling cards) 

Here we go, my friends. And my top five 
cards are... 

(Tight slaps of cardstock upon stone) 

Ace, Ten, Four, Queen, Two. 

Time to match the tombstones! 


(UNFAMILIAR VOICE) Excuse’ me, 
ma’am. What are you doing? 

Pm playing cards with my family, of 
course. 

(UNFAMILIAR VOICE) I’ve been told 
you're going from tombstone to tombstone 
talking to yourself. You’ve been here for 
hours. It’s making mourners uncomfortable. 

Well, the dead don’t really answer me 
yet. Do they answer you? 

(UNFAMILIAR VOICE) Ma’am, this isn’t a 
place for hanging out. This isn’t the mall. This 
is a— 

What’s your name? 

(UNFAMILIAR VOICE) Jonathan. 

Follow me for a moment, Jonathan, if 
you don’t mind. You see, I’m playing a game 
with my friends, and you may be of some 
help. Ace is Tommy here. Two is...Kendra. 
Four is right over here. Yes. Four is Harvey. 
God, that makes me think of Batman. Do you 
like Batman? Harvey Dent is Two-Face. 
Fuckin’ love that guy. Come on now, keep up. 
Ten is right down here. 

(JONATHAN) Ma’am, what is it we’re 
doing? 

Are you the caretaker here? 


(JONATHAN) I’m one of them. I also 
handle security on the premises. 

Youre friendly, but a bit nosey. A woman 
in grieving should be allowed her games if 
they bring her comfort. Now, right here is ten. 
Ten is...fuck me, Freddy. Ten is Jonathan 
Mayberry. What did you say is your last 
name? 

(JONATHAN) I didn’t. 

Tell me. 

(JONATHAN) No. Ma’am, let’s get you 
out of here. Is there a shelter you came from? 

Do I look fucking homeless to you? These 
shoes set me back three hundred dollars! 

(JONATHAN) The Hallandale Mental 
Institution isn’t far... 

Oh, fuck you! You know what...I’m 
making an exception for today’s list. I don’t 
need your last name, it doesn’t matter. You’ve 
made my list, Jonathan, and I’ll be seeing you 
again real soon. 

(JONATHAN) Ma’am, don’t make me call 
the police and have you banned from these 
premises. 

Let go of my arm, I can walk myself. Hey. 
Hey! Goddamn it, I didn’t see the Queen yet! 

(JONATHAN) The Queen? I knew it. Let’s 


get Hallandale on the phone. My office is right 
over there. 

(Twitcher groaning in frustration) 

Oh, Jonathan...you and I are going to 
have fun. Um...on an unrelated note, does 
your office have any windows? Are you the 
only one on duty? And...can I borrow a pen? 
I’m on the up and up, I assure you. I'll give it 
back. 


MARKINGS, 
AND LOTS OF 
THEM! 
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From the outside, by all appearances, the 
Toyota Camry was normal. Old, yes. But fine. 
The inside was another story, however. 

“Dude, what the fuck is up with this?” 
Matt stumbled back a step as the other guys 
prepared their cleaning supplies. “You all 
gotta take a look at this shit.” 

Jimmy and Reece abandoned their things 
to see what Matt was talking about. Jimmy 
poked his head inside first and howled with 
laughter. Reece asked what was so funny, but 
Jimmy just shoved him behind the wheel 
instead. Reece looked around for himself and 


felt his skin crawl. There were Latin words 
written and carved throughout the vehicle. 
The dashboard, the roof, the seats, doors, 
middle console...everywhere. It looked 
bizarre. It looked sick. 

“The hell?” 

Reece climbed out of the Camry and took 
several big steps away from it. He and Matt 
stood side by side, examining the vehicle from 
afar. Jimmy went back inside and laughed 
some more. 

“This shit is wild!” 

Reece looked at Matt and asked, “Where’s 
the owner of this thing?” 

“T think he told Angela he was going for 
lunch while we cleaned it.” 

Reece looked toward the main road. 
There was a strip of fast-food joints within 
walking distance. “What did the guy look 
like?” 

“T never saw him. I think Angela was the 
only one back here when it got dropped off.” 

“Fine. Pll be right back, I guess.” Reece 
left his co-workers to find Angela in the front 
of the building. She was sitting on a stool 
behind the clerk’s desk, reading a magazine 
and waiting for something to happen. When 


Reece popped his head into the waiting room, 
she grinned in anticipation. 

“Let me guess,” she said, putting her 
magazine down. “There’s something weird 
about the Camry.” 

“Yeah. How’d you know?” 

“Because that guy scared the shit out of 
me.” 

Reece rounded the counter and leaned his 
elbows against it. He found Angela attractive 
enough. It certainly didn’t hurt that she had a 
relaxed and humorous personality, which 
made her pleasant to be around. Sometimes, 
he thought of asking her out, but he doubted 
she’d ever say yes. 

“What did he look like?” 

“Normal enough, if not for all his 
goddamn tattoos.” 

“What of them?” 

“T don’t know. They were strange words 
and symbols, covering, like, every fuckin’ inch 
of him. P’ve never seen anything like it.” 

Reece looked around the waiting room 
and saw that it was empty. “Follow me to the 
back real quick. Let me show you this car.” 
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? 


“Yup,” she said, poking her head in through 
the doorway and taking a quick look. “Yup, 
yup, yup.” 

“Same sort of language?” Reece asked 
her. 

“T suppose. Either way, this guy is a 
fuckin’ lunatic.” 

Matt was standing beside them, listening. 
“What did the guy look like?” 

She told him. 

“Same as this shit?” 

“IT suppose.” 

Jimmy was running a sponge over the 
hood of the vehicle while the others talked. 
“Anyone gonna give me a hand with this or 
what?” he asked them. 

“T don’t want to touch this fuckin’ thing,” 
Matt said, putting up his hands. “This looks 
like...I don’t know, a curse or some shit.” 

“How does it look like a curse?” Jimmy 
asked, rolling his eyes. “I think the dude is just 
eccentric. Probably some religious nut. I bet 
that shit is just scripture.” 

Reece turned to Angela. “Did the dude 
look religious?” 

“How does one look religious?” she asked 
with a chuckle. “He wasn’t wearing a white 


fuckin’ collar, if that’s what you mean.” 

“Did he look okay in the head?” 

“Other than the tattoos, sure. He looked 
like an average Joe that just went wild at the 
local parlor on a bad bet or something. Clean 
shaven. Not a skinhead or nothing.” 

“Like I said, eccentric,” Jimmy called 
over. “Now, come fuckin’ help me with this.” 

As Matt and Reece neared the vehicle, 
Angela turned away and left them to work. 
Matt picked up another bucket of suds and 
dropped it down on the driver side of the 
Camry. “Now, wait a second,” he said, eying 
the interior one last time. “Are we supposed to 
get the writing out of the car?” 

Reece shrugged. “Angela didn’t say. As 
far as I know, there weren’t any special 
requests.” 

Matt laughed. “Who the fuck drops off 
something like this without even a heads-up? 
‘Oh, hey, yeah, uh, my car has a bunch of 
writing in it, but you can ignore that.’ Fucking 
A.’ 

Reece took out a sponge and got to work. 
“Let’s just get the outside cleaned before we 
worry about anything else.” 

“T don’t want to get in there. Like, at all.” 


“Me and Jimmy will handle it then. Other 
than the writing, it looks clean enough. A 
quick vacuum and polish should be good.” 
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An hour later, Angela called for the Camry to 
be brought out. The owner had returned from 
lunch. Reece and Jimmy climbed out of the 
car and wiped the sweat from their brows. The 
interior of the vehicle was hot, as if it had 
been baking in the sun. What was odd was 
their warehouse was air-conditioned and well- 
ventilated. The Camry should have cooled off 
long ago, but it was still a hundred or so 
degrees inside. 

“Well, I’m glad this thing is on its way 
out,” Jimmy grunted, shaking his sweaty shirt 
to funnel in some air. 

“That was far from normal.” Reece 
wanted to desperately change his clothes. Due 
to the nature of washing cars, he always kept 
another pair set on hand, sometimes more. He 
thought about getting his things once the guy 
left with the car. “You wanna take it to the 
front, or should I?” 

Jimmy shook his head. “You go ahead. 
I’m overheated as it is. Or get Matt since he 


hasn’t touched the thing since we washed the 
outside.” 

Matt overheard them from his standing 
desk and said, “Hell, no! I’m not going 
anywhere near that thing again. Get it out of 
here.” 

Reece shook his head, collected the keys 
from Matt’s desk—who Matt literally nudged 
them toward the edge using his pen—and got 
behind the wheel. When the engine rolled 
over, he half expected something to happen, 
but everything appeared normal. He could feel 
the eyes of Matt and Jimmy on him as he 
pulled out of the warehouse and away from 
them. 

The front of the shop was still empty. It 
was a typical slow Tuesday afternoon for 
Doug’s Wash and Suck. Reece parked the 
Camry right out front the doors and climbed 
out. Before closing the door, he took one last 
look at the writing carved into the armrest and 
shivered. 

Inside the waiting room, Angela watched 
him with interest. The owner of the car was 
standing to the side, playing with his phone. 
Reece took a good look at the man while he 
wasn’t paying any attention. Angela was right 


—aside from the tattoos all over his exposed 
skin—the guy looked absolutely average. He 
was maybe forty, about five foot ten inches. 
Slightly graying hair on the sides. Glasses. A 
wedding ring. 

“How’s it going in here?” he asked 
Angela on approach. 

“Just preachy,” she said, smacking her 
hand over her mouth and giggling. “I meant, 
peachy.” 

“Mmhmm. Sure, you did.” 

“Well, go on. Talk to the man. He’s all 
paid up. Probably wants his keys back.” 

Reece turned away from her and looked 
at the client once more. He recalled the name 
from the invoice on Matt’s desk and said, “Mr. 
Campbell? We’re all ready for you.” 

Mr. Campbell pocketed his phone, smiled, 
and approached the counter. Reece handed 
him the keys and said, “We weren’t supposed 
to do anything about the writing, were we?” 

Mr. Campbell laughed gently and clapped 
his hands together. “Oh, boy. How did I forget 
to mention that?” 

“Yeah...” 

“Did it scare you?” 

“Tt was...confusing.” 


“Nothing to worry about, I assure you. I 
had to be exorcised once and did not enjoy the 
experience. I might have overreacted a bit 
with the prayers, but one can never be too safe 
against the Devil!” 

“So, your house is like that, too?” Angela 
asked. 

Mr. Campbell turned his attention to her. 
“Not quite so much. The wife doesn’t 
appreciate how it looks. As if I do. No, the 
house is just adorned with plenty of crosses 
and psalms and the like. Though, between the 
three of us, I may have some holy water 
stashed about for emergencies.” 

Reece cleared his throat. “Um, so, you’ve 
been possessed before? Is that what you said?” 

“Yes. And exorcized. ’m no danger 
anymore. Don’t worry.” 

Reece exchanged a look with Angela 
before proceeding. “When was this and...um, 
how?” 

Mr. Campbell pocketed his keys and then 
placed his hands together as if in prayer. “It’s 
not exactly a memory I care to recall. Though 
it, admittedly, never leaves my mind.” He 
licked his lips, looked toward the door, and 
returned his focus to them. “I don’t know how 


I got possessed, but it happened several years 
ago. My wife and I went to Tennessee to visit 
our daughter. She was in college there at the 
time. The trip went well. Nothing odd. But I 
left with a little bastard inside me somehow. 
When we returned to Virginia, I became 
increasingly irritable. Cross. Full of hatred and 
anger. My wife and I started having violent 
fights, which was unlike us. Then I started 
leaving the house on a frequent basis. I don’t 
have any memories from that time, because at 
this point, I was very much out of control of 
myself. My wife says I would be gone all hours 
of the night. And when I returned home, I 
stank of alcohol, cigarettes, and sex. Then she 
discovered mutilated corpses of animals in our 
basement. Bone arrangements and such. Very 
scary, I’m sure. It was then that she called for 
help. Again, I don’t remember any of this in 
detail. I have flashes, but not much else.” 

“And she got an exorcist for you?” Angela 
asked, enraptured by the story. 

“That’s right. When I was clean again, I 
was told of ways I could thwart the demons 
from coming back to me. I took his 
suggestions a little far, clearly, but I’ve been 
sober—per se—ever since.” 


Reece looked toward the car in the 
parking lot. “Why did you mark up the car, 
though?” 

“Traveling invites the demons,” Mr. 
Campbell said. “You’re more exposed outside 
of your element. At least, that’s what I’ve been 
told.” 

“So, you took a permanent marker and 
knife throughout your car?” 

He nodded. “Again, I know it appears a 
bit extreme. But, at the time, it felt best.” 

“Well...why is it so damn hot in there?” 

Mr. Campbell seemed to stiffen. He 
looked toward the vehicle and his eyes 
widened a little. “What do you mean?” 

“That car was, like, a hundred degrees. 
As if it had been in the summer sun the entire 
time we were working on it.” 

Mr. Campbell eyed the car once more. 
“Do...you mind if I make a phone call?” 

Reece shrugged. “Go right ahead.” 

The man stepped away from them, exited 
the building, and walked toward the main 
road with his phone in hand. Reece and 
Angela watched as he dialed a number and put 
the phone to his ear. A moment later, he was 
talking excitedly to someone. 


“What the hell is that all about?” Angela 
asked. 

“Well, if I had to guess, the, uh, car isn’t 
supposed to be hot.” He laughed nervously, 
then cleared his throat before turning away 
from the parking lot. “He seems normal 
enough, though. Other than the possession, I 
mean.” 

This time, Angela laughed. “What a crazy 
old dude.” 

“He’s, like, forty-five.” 

“Old.” 

Reece shook his head. Angela was 
nineteen at most. Everyone over thirty was old 
to her. Reece had friends older than Mr. 
Campbell. Before his company downsized and 
shut down, he’d worked with people primarily 
over forty. He’d been one of the younger guys, 
but still he was in his late thirties. This job 
was just to fill the gap and pay the bills as he 
looked for something else in his field. He 
realized then that Angela probably thought he 
was old, too. Considering his attraction to her, 
this realization left him feeling wounded and a 
bit perverted. 

Finally, Mr. Campbell ended his call and 
approached the Camry with some obvious 


apprehension. He opened the door carefully 
and poked his head inside. Then he settled in 
behind the wheel, shut the door, and looked 
around himself. After a minute of this, he 
climbed back out and headed toward the shop. 

“Here he comes,” Angela said, as if they 
weren’t both watching the man. 

Mr. Campbell stepped inside, looking a 
little confused. “I’m sorry, Mr....?” 

“Just call me Reece.” 

“Well, Reece... don’t know what heat 
you're referring to.” 

Reece swallowed. “Come again?” 

“The car is not hot.” 

Reece looked beyond the man to his car. 
“You mind if I check?” 

“Be my guest.” 

Reece went outside to the car with Mr. 
Campbell on his heels. He then opened the car 
door and slid inside. Mr. Campbell was right; 
the temperature was fine now. 

“What the hell?” 

“Is everything alright?” Mr. Campbell 
asked him. 

Reece climbed out and nodded, though a 
little unsure. “Yeah, I guess.” 

“Did anyone else think it was hot inside?” 


“Yeah. One of the guys doing the interior 
with me.” 

“And it was hot when you parked it 
here?” 

“Yes.” 

Mr. Campbell looked spooked. He 
reached into his back pocket, removed his 
wallet, and fished out a _ business card. 
Handing it over to Reece, he said, “You may 
need this. I’m very sorry. I, uh, must be 
leaving.” With that, he slid past Reece and got 
into his car. He quickly shut the door, started 
the engine, and reversed out of the parking 
space as Reece stepped aside and watched him 
leave. Once the car was on the road, he looked 
down at the card he’d been handed. 


Reverend Daniel Barker 
Man of God 
Exorcisms, Lessons, and Protections 
Dbarker.savemysoul@gmail.com 
(555) 884-1989 


“Well, shit.” 
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After work, Reece picked up a milkshake on 
his way home. He needed something cold, 


because he was burning up. By the time he 
reached his apartment, he’d sweated through 
his replacement set of clothes. He tried taking 
a cold shower, but it didn’t work. He stepped 
out of the tub still red and sweating. He cursed 
angrily, toweled off, and walked nude around 
the apartment turning on every fan he could 
find. 

As he sat at the kitchen island and ate a 
cup of yogurt, his phone chimed with a text 
message. He checked the notification and saw 
that it was Matt from work. 

< You see any crazy shit yet? > 

Reece grunted. He wasn’t amused. He 
typed back, < What does that mean? > 

A minute later: < You weren’t looking 
too good at the end of work. And Angela told 
me what happened with the tattooed guy. You 
got his demon now, don’t you? > 

< Har-har > 

< I’m being serious. You feeling OK? > 

Reece tossed his phone aside and stood 
from the stool, leaving behind a wet ass print 
on the wood. For several minutes, he moved in 
circles under the ceiling fan. Then a sound 
caught his attention. A distant drumming 
sound. A ceremonial rhythm. Like the march 


of someone damned. It was coming from down 
the hall. He crossed to his bedroom where the 
sound was loudest. Was it coming from the 
bed? He tore the sheets back but found 
nothing. Suddenly, the door slammed shut 
behind him and locked itself. 

“The hell?” 

The ceremonial march continued, louder, 
from all around him. Reece eyed the room, 
corner to corner. Nothing seemed out of place. 
The temperature, however, was increasing. He 
tried the door, but it wouldn’t budge. He 
pulled on it as hard as he could, desperate to 
escape the suffocating heat. Seconds later, he 
fell to his knees, gasping for air. His face was 
drenched in sweat, but his mouth was so dry. 
He could feel his inside cracking like the 
desert floor. 

“Help...help me...” 

His tongue began to stick to the roof of 
his mouth as he tried moving it around. He 
then looked at his fingertips and saw them 
pruning. The moisture was being sucked out of 
him. Somewhere behind him, glass was 
cracking, and wood was groaning. He turned 
to look just as the windows exploded and the 
bed frame twisted in on itself, sending the 


mattress through the air and onto him. He 
cowered under its weight and _ panted, 
assuming this was the end. 

Then there was silence. The temperature 
lowered in the room, and—even though Reece 
still felt as if he were inside Mr. Campbell’s car 
—the heat became more tolerable. He pushed 
the mattress off him, stood, and looked 
around. His windows were empty frames. 
Glass littered the floor. The wooden bed frame 
looked like an impossible pretzel; he 
wondered how he could ever explain it to 
someone. 

Finally, he tried the door. This time it 
opened for him. He hurried out of the room 
and searched the rest of the apartment for 
damages. There were none. He was about to 
relax when someone began knocking loudly on 
his front door. 

“Who is it?” he called on approach. 

“Nala.” She sounded worried. 

Nala lived in the apartment under his. 
Sometimes, they ran into each other and 
talked. She was a sweet girl, maybe a bit 
innocent. Reece liked her, despite the 
compulsion he felt to censor himself whenever 
she was present. 


When he opened the door, she poked her 
head in and looked around. “Is someone in 
here attacking you?” she asked. 

“What? No.” 

She eyed him. “I heard crashing. Like, I 
don’t know. Furniture being tipped over, 
maybe. And glass breaking.” 

“It’s just me in here, letting off a little 
steam.” 

She was about to argue, but then she 
realized he was drenched in sweat. “Were you 
working out or something?” 

“Yeah. Weights. And, uh, I have a new 
machine I was putting together. You probably 
heard me doing that. I can be a bit loud when 
I get frustrated.” 

She eyed him again but took a step back. 
Then she whispered, “If someone is inside 
hurting you, blink twice.” 

“Tm fine, really. I mean...I’m not, but 
there’s nothing you can do to help me.” 

“So, there is someone in there?” 

“No, no. That’s not what I meant.” 

“Then what did you mean?” 

He shrugged, hoping she’d get the picture 
and leave. “I just meant...’m going through 
some stuff right now and I’m not really 


myself.” 

“Oh.” 

“[m going to go take a shower,” he said, 
tossing a thumb over his shoulder. 

“Well, okay...call me if you need help 
with anything.” 

“I appreciate that, Nala. Pll see you 
later.” 

Once she was gone, Reece returned to his 
bedroom and _ poked his _ head inside. 
Everything was still trashed. He cursed, having 
hoped the place would clean itself in his 
absence. 
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The next day, Reece had to drag himself to 
work. He’d barely slept at all on his couch and 
was exhausted. As he passed Angela on his 
way to the back from the lobby entrance, she 
asked him why he smelled so bad. 

“Pve taken showers every hour since 
leaving here yesterday,” he told her. “I’ve 
been applying deodorant just as often. But I’ve 
been burning up ever since that guy’s fucking 
car. I’m internally overheated and can’t stop 
sweating.” 

Angela took several steps away from him 


and put up her hands. “Well, keep your curse 
away from me, sailor.” 

He grunted and continued to the garage 
down the hall. When he saw Matt alone by his 
standing desk, he asked about Jimmy. 

“Not here yet,” Matt told him with a 
shrug. 

“Really?” Reece checked the clock on the 
wall. “He’s usually the first one here.” 

“T tried calling him, but no dice.” Matt 
looked up from his paperwork and laughed. 
“Dude, you look like shit.” 

“Thanks. I feel like it.” 

“Ugh, are you sweating already? We 
haven’t done anything yet.” 

“Matt, listen to me. That guy from 
yesterday...something is wrong.” 

Matt pulled his stool closer and took a 
seat. “Okay. Let’s hear it.” 

“T feel like ’'m cooking from the inside 
out. And last night...my room, uh...exploded, 
sort of.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“The bed frame twisted itself up and all 
the windows shattered. Oh, and the door 
locked me in there when it happened.” 

Matt grunted in amusement. “Let me 


guess—this is why Jimmy isn’t here.” 

“Huh?” 

“Both you numb nuts cleaned the inside 
of that car and said it was hot. Now you’ve 
both contracted demons or some shit.” 

Reece sighed and looked around the 
garage. There weren’t any cars yet, but that 
would change soon enough. “Just do me a 
favor,” he said, wanting to distract himself 
with some work. “Spray me with the hose 
every ten minutes or so. ’m going to be 
drenched in sweat all day, so I might as well 
be cooler.” 
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By lunch, they’d given up on hearing from 
Jimmy. He was a no-call-no-show. Both Reece 
and Matt tried texting him numerous times, 
but Jimmy ignored them. Reece wondered if 
Jimmy was really dealing with the same 
craziness as he, and if so, how he was fairing. 

As he ate a burger from the drive-thru 
down the road, Reece fingered the calling card 
he’d been given by Mr. Campbell the day 
before. By the time his break was coming to 
an end, he decided to shoot off a quick e-mail 
to the Reverend. 


To: Dbarker.savemysoul@gmail.com 
Subject: Hot 

My name is Reece. I had a client 
yesterday whose car left me hot. That 
sounds weird, but I mean it literally. I 
can’t stop sweating, ’'m burning up. 
Last night, some strange shit went down 
in my bedroom. Again, I know how that 
sounds. Sorry. But am I possessed? 


Before Reece could return to the garage, 
Angela called for him over the intercom. He 
cleaned up his mess in the break room and 
headed into the lobby. He was about to ask 
Angela what was up when he spotted Mr. 
Campbell standing off to the side of the 
counter. 

“lm glad to have caught you,” the man 
said, coming forward with an outstretched 
hand. As Reece went to shake it, Mr. Campbell 
retracted his arm and apologized. “Actually, 
it’s probably better if we do not touch.” He 
laughed nervously and licked his lips. The guy 
appeared to be shaking. 

“What’s up, Mr. Campbell? Did you come 
to explain my new curse?” Reece growled. 

Angela whispered, “There are customers 
right over there, guys. Keep it cool.” 


Mr. Campbell looked toward the front 
entrance. “Why don’t we step outside for a 
minute?” 

“Sure.” 

Once they were out of earshot of others, 
Mr. Campbell said, “I came to ask about your 
condition.” 

“T feel like the sun is raging over my head 
all the time.” 

Mr. Campbell nodded, averting his gaze. 
“See, now, I never had that, to my knowledge. 
But it’s troubling, nevertheless.” 

“Jimmy didn’t come to work today. Nor 
will he answer his phone.” 

“Jimmy?” 

“He was the other guy that worked on 
your car.” 

Mr. Campbell seemed to chew on the 
inside of his cheek. “Other than being hot, has 
anything else happened? Are you losing track 
of time?” 

“No. But my room went crazy last night.” 

“Levitating furniture?” 

“The bed frame basically fucked itself.” 

“Anything else?” 

“The windows shattered.” 

“Anything else?” 


Reece folded his arms over his chest in 
annoyance. “Is there something specific you’re 
waiting to hear?” 

“You haven’t seen anything then? Any 
shadows or monsters?” 

“No. But I did hear some weird rhythm in 
my room.” 

“Can you mimic it for me?” 

Reece tried to hum the tune as best as he 
could remember it. 

“T see. I don’t know that one.” 

Reece laughed and looked toward the 
busy road. Cars flew by, most of which were 
probably demon-free. “What have you gotten 
me into, Mr. Campbell?” he asked. 

“Did you use the card I gave you?” 

“T sent an email right before you showed 


up.” 

“Make sure you tell him that I sent you. 
Even though you’re dealing with different 
things, he still might be able to determine the 
demon, knowing it came from my car.” 

Reece wanted to hit him. “When your 
wife got this guy involved, was it an easy 
process?” 

“No, but it was quick. He only stayed 
with us one night.” 


“Ts he expensive?” 

“He’s a Man of God. He doesn’t charge.” 

“Youre kidding.” 

“Not at all. His fight is with the Devil. He 
fights him whenever he can, regardless of 
compensation.” 

Reece snorted and looked toward the 
entrance. “I have to get back to work. Unless 
you have anything else I should know?” 

Mr. Campbell considered that for a 
moment. Then he said, “Do your best not to 
involve anyone else in your plight.” 

Reece shook his head and turned away. 
“Jesus Christ, like you’re one to talk.” 
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When next he blinked, Reece found himself 
driving home. He couldn’t remember getting 
through the rest of his shift, but the clock on 
his dashboard said it was after seven. 
Perplexed, Reece pulled over the car and 
looked around. He was in a neighborhood he 
did not recognize. So, he pulled out his phone 
and brought up the Map app. He was going in 
the opposite direction from work than usual. 
He looked out his window once more. 

Mr. Campbell’s words echoed inside his 


head: Are you losing track of time? 

“Shit. Where was it I was going?” 

He didn’t have a clue. 

Annoyed, Reece pulled back onto the 
road and did a U-turn. As he exited the 
neighborhood and pulled onto the highway 
several minutes later, his head and eyes began 
to ache. The drive home was miserable, as a 
result. By the time he’d reached his apartment, 
Reece wanted to bash in his brains to scoop 
out whatever bastard parasite was making him 
feel this way. 

Inside, everything appeared normal. His 
bedroom was still a mess, but nothing new 
had changed. Hungry and eager to take a 
handful of painkillers, Reece went to the 
refrigerator to pick out dinner. When a surge 
of pain shot across his temple, he winced and 
shut his eyes. 

Time skipped once more. 

Reece was in the living room, standing on 
the coffee table with a rope around his neck 
and his hand down his pants. The rope was 
attached to the ceiling fan. He had one foot 
hovering off the coffee table, as if he were 
about to drop. Realizing this, Reece removed 
the rope from around his neck and stepped 


down. What had he expected to accomplish 
here? The ceiling fan would have simply 
busted out of the ceiling, not to mention the 
coffee table was only a foot high off the 
ground anyway. 

He turned toward the kitchen, thirsty as 
hell. He found the counters a disaster. Food 
and drink were everywhere. It looked as if 
there had been a party. 

“Goddamn it, what the hell?” 

Reece zipped up his pants and began to 
clean the mess in the kitchen. He wondered if 
anyone else had come over or if he had done 
all of this himself. He checked the time over 
the stove and saw that it was nearly eleven. 
He needed to get to sleep. He was already 
exhausted from the night before and needed 
his rest for work in the morning. 
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Though he thought he remembered the night as 
uneventful—as much as one can assume from 
sleeping—Reece got up in the morning to 
discover his apartment was trashed. The walls 
were spray-painted with lines like YOU’RE MY 
BITCH NOW and LET’S GO DOWN ON EACH 
OTHER, ’LL MAKE YOU A REAL MAN. After 


taking a brief tour of the writing that stretched 
from one end of the apartment to the other, he 
groaned and decided to check his phone for 
any response from Reverend Barker. When he 
saw an ongoing conversation had occurred 
during one of his blackouts, he cursed. 


To: reece.thebeast.inbed@gmail.com 
From: Dbarker.savemysoul@gmail.com 
Subject: RE: Hot 

Good evening, my child. Aside from 
your temperature, has anything else 
happened to you? You mentioned your 
room. What exactly happened? Since 
writing to me, have there been any 
further developments? 


The responses were troubling. Reece had 
apparently talked with the reverend several 
times over the course of the night. One of his 
messages read, Your mother has lain in my 
chambers. I licked her asshole. Another said, 
When you’re done with the “Good Book,” I'll 
show you a GOOD FUCK. Every response was 
grotesque and embarrassing. Reece couldn’t 
believe it. However, one good thing had come 
of the blackout messaging: the Reverend’s last 
email said that he had received a phone call 


from Mr. Campbell. He now knew everything. 

Reece checked the time. He wasn’t 
running late for work, at least. He wondered if 
Reverend Barker was planning to stop by 
Doug’s Wash and Suck to talk with him. He 
hoped so—he was done with the blackouts 
and damages to his apartment. 
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A little after two in the afternoon, Angela’s 
voice sounded over the intercom: “Reece, to 
the front. You have a visitor.” 

Reverend Barker was a tall, thin man 
with short, dark hair and a crisp goatee. He 
was wearing a black suit e and white collar, as 
expected. In his hand, he carried an old 
satchel, its leather brown and creased. When 
Reece stepped out of the garage and into the 
lobby, the reverend immediately eyed him 
from head to toe with a penetrating gaze. 

“You are Reece the Beast, I assume?” 

Reece laughed and ran a hand through 
his hair. He could feel Angela grinning at him, 
but he did his best to ignore her. “Um, you can 
just call me Reece. I saw the messages this 
morning before work. I assume you realize 
they weren’t from me. Only the, uh, first one 


asking for help.” 

Barker said, “Of course,” and nodded. 

“How much did Mr. Campbell tell you?” 

“He told me he brought his car here and 
that two of the employees complained of 
extreme heat coming from its interior. He said 
he had only talked to you, having never met 
the other worker, and that you were scared. 
When I told him about your emails, he grew 
further concerned that I was needed as soon as 
possible.” The reverend held open his hands as 
if welcoming an embrace. “And so, here I am.” 

Reece looked beyond the reverend and 
realized another client was in the lobby, 
sitting near the entrance and clearly listening 
to them. “Um, why don’t we step outside?” he 
suggested, giving the woman a hard look. 

In the parking lot, he explained his new 
blackouts and what he’d found upon each 
return to reality. The reverend listened 
quietly, nodding along. When Reece was 
finished, the reverend said, “I do not believe 
you carry Mr. Campbell’s same affliction.” 

“You mean...I have a different demon?” 

“Yes.” 

“How? Why?” 

“A cursed man can host several demonic 


entities at a time. His body becomes an open 
door. A portal with a chain that can be latched 
onto, if you will. So, although one demon took 
control of Mr. Campbell, there were likely 
others tagging along and enjoying the show. 
When I exorcized his demon, he may have had 
others still able to escape through the 
doorway. Mr. Campbell is just lucky they 
didn’t attach themselves to him.” 

“Ts that because he marked himself?” 

“Possibly.” 

“Okay...so a demon or...demons...decided 
to hang out in his car, waiting for their next 
victim. How come the markings in the car 
didn’t dispel them?” 

The reverend scrunched his face as he 
considered an explanation. He then led Reece 
over to a car in the lot and opened its driver- 
side door. “Take a look at my car,” he said. 

Reece eyed it for a second and 
determined there was nothing unusual to see. 
“Okay,” he said with a shrug. 

“The car is just a mode of transportation. 
It was Mr. Campbell’s body that was the 
doorway and vessel for possession. Though the 
entertainment media likes to show us demons 
turning inanimate objects alive, that doesn’t 


actually happen in reality. Your toaster isn’t 
going to suddenly attack you.” 

“My bed made a knot of itself, though. 
And the windows shattered.” 

“The demon didn’t possess those things. 
He just interacted with them. There’s a 
difference. The toaster will not attack you, but 
it can be thrown at you.” 

“What’s your point?” 

“The car isn’t a living vessel. Therefore, 
the markings did not counter the demons. Had 
they tried to possess it, surely, they would 
have been harmed. But they just took the car 
for a ride. Like they piggybacked on Mr. 
Campbell’s chain, as I previously described.” 

“So, Mr. Campbell marked up his car and 
house for nothing.” 

The reverend shrugged with a smile. 
“Yes.” 

“What about when you guys hold up 
crosses and sh—I mean, what not.” 

“A crucifix is a holy symbol. It empowers 
the holder. That being said, demons are not 
harmed by them. That is a fictional 
representation. Our prayers and our holy 
water, however, are a different story.” 

Reece sighed and looked toward the 


garage. He could see Matt inside, working 
along with a part-time employee named Greg. 
Reece wondered how much Matt had told him. 

“T guess we should get to the brass tacks,” 
he said, returning his attention to the 
reverend. “What do we do about all this?” 

“T can follow you home and perform an 
exorcism.” 

“What if there are other demons on my 
chain? I don’t want them picking on someone 
else I come in contact with.” 

“T can baptize your apartment and car, so 
to speak. This only works’ temporarily, 
though.” 

“What’s the point then?” 

“If you have any demons on your chain, 
they'll leave. It’s not likely they'll come back 
to check on your guard.” 

“My guard?” 

“The baptism. It’s a guard of sorts. 
Eventually, it ages and falls. But the demons 
don’t generally go back to such places. They’re 
too busy latching onto someone else.” 

“So...should I get marked up like Mr. 
Campbell after we do the thing?” 

“That is up to you. It’s a protection, but a 
bit overkill.” 


“What else can I do?” 

The reverend reached into his suit and 
brought forth a chain with a small vile vial 
attached to it. “You can wear holy water 
around your neck. It’s a simple solution, one 
that can be broken under’ extreme 
circumstances, but it is still a deterrent. The 
problem is...once you’ve been a doorway, 
your hinges are more likely to give. Think of 
them as rusted shut, to begin with. Now that a 
demon has passed through, some of the rust 
has been removed.” 

“That’s just wonderful. In other words, I 
can forever be at risk?” 

The reverend gave him a sad smile. “My 
child, we are all forever at risk of the Devil. 
Now, let’s get you home.” 


EPILOGUE 


Angela liked to keep her private affairs exactly 
that: private. No one at work knew she was 
sleeping with Jimmy. Or had been, at least. 
Jimmy hadn’t answered his phone in days, not 
since cleaning out Mr. Campbell’s car. Angela 
had tried everything: text, Facebook, 
SnapChat, TikTok...nothing received a 
response. So, Friday after work, she decided to 


head over to Jimmy’s without first giving him 
a heads-up. 

As she drove, she considered everything 
that had happened with Reece. The old guy 
had supposedly been possessed by a demon 
and sorted out by the reverend. Now Reece 
wore a chain around his neck at all times. 
He’d even gotten a few tattoos Thursday night 
for good measure. Nothing crazy like Mr. 
Campbell, but they were there, on _ his 
forearms and across his chest. Reece had 
shown everyone pictures that morning. He 
seemed overjoyed. He felt like a new man, he 
said. As if he’d gone through a deep cleanse. 

Angela didn’t know what to believe. Sure, 
Mr. Campbell and his car had freaked her out. 
But had _ she actually seen anything 
supernatural? No. The worst thing to come of 
the week was Jimmy’s dismissal of everyone. 
She assumed he was simply spooked from 
returning to work, maybe even embarrassed. 
That could explain why he wasn’t responding 
to Angela’s messages; he didn’t want her to 
think less of him. 

I don’t care, she told herself, turning into 
the neighborhood. Everyone gets scared. 

Outside Jimmy’s apartment, she took a 


deep breath and collected the six-pack of beer 
she’d stolen from her brother’s room. She then 
headed upstairs to the third floor and knocked 
loudly on Jimmy’s door. She heard shuffling 
and grunting inside, but no one came to let 
her in. She pounded on the door again and 
said, “I have beer!” 

Finally, the door opened, and Jimmy 
appeared. He was naked, unshaven, and filthy. 
Angela swallowed hard and took a step back, 
due to the odor that smacked her across the 
face. Jimmy looked as if he’d taken a bath in 
the dumpster out back. The word sticky came 
to mind. There was even a lollipop stuck to 
the side of his ass. 

“Jesus, Jimmy. Are you feeling okay?” 

Jimmy eyed her in a strange way. Then 
he placed a hand against the side of her face 
and caressed her cheek. He grinned and 
cocked his head to the side as his hand rolled 
down the side of her neck and cupped her 
breast. Angela hated to admit it, but she felt 
an erotic shiver run down her spine. If only 
Jimmy wasn’t covered in shit. “Hey, um, 
Jimmy. Maybe we shouldn’t do this out here,” 
she said, biting her bottom lip. “Why don’t we 
get you in the shower first and foremost, 


okay?” 

Jimmy stepped closer and allowed his 
venturing hand to find her buttocks. He gave 
it a squeeze and licked his lips. Then he met 
her gaze and said, “You'll do just fine.” 

Angela’s heart skipped a beat. “What?” 

Jimmy grabbed her arm and yanked her 
inside, slamming shut the door behind her and 
locking it. Angela cursed and put the beer 
down on the coffee table. “Damn it, Jimmy. 
Take it easy.” 

He turned away from the door and 
studied her once more. Angela felt 
uncomfortable with his gaze and looked 
around the room instead. It had changed since 
the last time she saw it. For one, the living 
room was trashed. Wrappers and cans were 
scattered everywhere. Dirty dishes and cups, 
too. Jimmy usually liked to keep things neat, 
unless he was on a bender. But Jimmy hadn’t 
been on a bender in months to her knowledge. 
Was he relapsing? It could explain him 
missing work and acting strangely. 

“Are you doing okay?” she asked him, 
meeting his intense gaze. 

“Take off your clothes.” 

She laughed nervously and turned away 


from Jimmy to enter the hall. “Why don’t you 
take a shower first?” she called over her 
shoulder. “I'll be in the bedroom waiting for 
you.” 

Without looking back, she followed the 
hall to the bedroom and opened the door. 
When she stepped inside, she stopped cold. All 
of the furniture was overturned. Clothes lay 
everywhere in clumps. The TV was smashed in 
the corner. The bed was on its side against the 
window. But worse of all was the naked and 
bloodied body of an unknown woman hanging 
limp from a hole in the wall. She had chunks 
missing from her thigh, buttocks, and breast. 
Her head was stuffed inside the wall, out of 
sight, but her neck was clearly broken. 

“What the fuck?” 

A hand rested on her shoulder. 

A sticky hand with a firm grip. 

“Jimmy?” she said. “What have you 
done? Who is that girl?” 

Jimmy spun her around and smiled wide, 
revealing teeth stained red with blood. “You 
look fresher than her,” he said. “I bet you taste 
better, too.” 

Angela screamed and_ shoved him 
backwards a step. But she had nowhere to run. 


He was blocking her only exit, unless she 
managed to move the bed away from the 
window before he could reach her. 

Jimmy’s hand found his stiffening cock as 
he moved into the bedroom. Angela continued 
to back away blindly, desperately searching 
for a way out of the apartment. Jimmy 
continued to smile. 

“Don’t be shy, baby,” he said, working his 
cock in his hand. “Ill give you a good time 
first.” 

Angela stepped on the base of a fallen 
lamp and nearly tripped over it. Jimmy 
laughed. Quickly, she scooped up the lamp 
and charged him. Using the base as a club, she 
smacked Jimmy across the face with the lamp 
as hard as she could. Without waiting to see 
how he’d fared from the attack, she 
shouldered him to the side and ran down the 
hall to the living room. As she grabbed the 
front doorknob and twisted, Jimmy’s hands 
found her shoulders. With surprising strength, 
she was pulled away from the door and 
thrown over the kitchen counter. She landed 
on the tiled floor with a thud and yelped in 
pain. Desperately, she fumbled for a knife in 
the drawers and found one. 


“Stay the fuck away from me!” she 
screamed at Jimmy, brandishing the blade 
before her. Then she thought of the 
surrounding neighbors and began stomping 
her feet heavily upon the floor and shouting, 
“HELP! HELP!” 

Jimmy shook his head in amusement and 
moved swiftly toward her with his arms 
outstretched. Angela swiped the air with the 
knife and cut off one of Jimmy’s fingers. 
Instead of faltering from the injury, Jimmy 
charged into Angela and shoved her against 
the cabinets. Angela looked down to see the 
knife deep inside his chest. Though blood was 
pooling around the wound, Jimmy’s crazed 
eyes were focused on her own, as if he 
couldn’t feel a thing. 

“You did this,” he said. “You had to go 
and make it hard.” 

Someone began pounding on the front 
door. “Jimmy? The fuck is going on in there? 
Open up!” 

Jimmy ignored the neighbor and began 
to choke Angela with both hands. 

The pounding continued. “I’m calling the 
cops if you don’t open this door!” 

Angela gasped for air. Grabbing the 


handle of the knife, she yanked it free from 
Jimmy and started jabbing it into his side 
repeatedly. But still he choked her, laughing. 

The door began to shudder in place as the 
neighbor outside kicked at it. Angela’s vision 
was blackening now; it wouldn’t take much 
longer for her to suffocate. Finally, the door 
burst open and a potbellied, middle-aged man 
stormed in with a pistol in hand. As soon as he 
spotted Jimmy naked in the kitchen with 
Angela in his grasp, the neighbor raised his 
firearm and pulled the trigger. Jimmy’s brains 
splattered over Angela, and he let go of her. 
She dropped hard to the floor, gasping for 
breath and coughing. The neighbor rushed 
over to her and tried pulling her away from 
Jimmy’s corpse. 

“Are you okay?” the man asked over and 
over. It sounded like he was in just as much 
shock as she. 

Though Angela tried to answer him, she 
couldn’t work her voice. It felt like her 
windpipe had been crushed. She continued 
coughing as her vision faded in and out. 

“Tm calling for an ambulance,” she heard 
the man say. “Wait right here!” 

Angela remained on the floor, struggling. 


She looked toward Jimmy’s body and saw his 
eyes blinking out of sync as his body twitched. 
She was just about to pass out when she felt 
something hot race up her nostrils and into 
her head. At first, it hurt worse than anything 
else. But then her vision cleared, and she was 
able to catch her breath again. Cautiously, she 
sat up from the floor and felt the skin along 
her neck. It was no longer sore or throbbing. 
Using the corner of the counter, she pulled 
herself onto her feet and walked down the hall 
to the bathroom. She stepped inside, flicked 
on the light, and spotted the corpse of a man 
in the tub. Like the girl in the bedroom, it 
looked as if someone had been eating him. 

Angela turned away from the gruesome 
sight and examined herself in the mirror. With 
every second, she was feeling better, stronger. 
She straightened at the sight of her reflection 
and licked her lips. 

From the door, the neighbor announced 
his return. “Uh, girl? Are you still here?” 

Angela twisted her neck from side to side, 
working out its kinks. Then she left the 
bathroom and smiled at the older gentleman 
standing awkwardly in the entryway. “I’m 
here,” she said, taking a deep breath and 


feeling a surge of energy coursing through her 
body. “Don’t you worry. You can’t get rid of 
me that easily.” 


DARK SPACES 


They decided to call them cavern critters; this 
being after twenty-two people died while 
scientists tried identifying the centipede- 
looking motherfuckers crawling into people’s 
sweaty asses. Turns out they’re assumed to be 
extraterrestrial. Can you believe that shit? 

Anyway, the cavern critters were first 
discovered at my gym, which is usually a nice 
place full of sexy, athletic gods and goddesses. 
Luckily, I didn’t get violated by any of them. 
The cavern critters, I mean. Some of the gym 
hunks have definitely visited my anal cavities 
and vice versa. It’s a good gym. What can I 
say? 

Unfortunately, my best friend, Hannah, 
was a victim. I also saw one of the attacks, 
perhaps the first. All of it has since been 
classified top secret or whatever, but I think I 
have more firsthand knowledge than any other 


civilian. So, pull up a chair and make sure 
your pants are nice and tight against your legs. 

The attack I saw happened at the end of 
July. This big guy named Jon was doing 
squats with about two hundred pounds. Up 
and down. Up and down. He’d been at the 
gym for a while already and was drenched in 
sweat. That’s what attracts the cavern critters 
first. Sweat. ’m sure it certainly doesn’t hurt 
that it also acts as a lubricant during entry. 

I was on the treadmill and watching 
people lift weights while music played in my 
ears. Jon was basically across from me, turned 
the other way, facing the mirrored wall and 
watching himself. I spotted this spiky worm 
skittering from machine to machine, its 
antenna flicking this way and that. It was 
maybe three or four inches long, nothing 
exceptional. But those spikes and antennae 
threw me. I watched people walking across the 
room and waited for one of them to crush the 
thing under their shoe. But the little bastard 
was smart; it waited for traffic to clear before 
crossing the road. 

By the time I could guess where it was 
headed, I was too late. I did try shouting but 
fell off the treadmill in my excitement of 


ripping out my earbuds and pointing. I went 
flying into the back wall and a lot of people 
turned to look at me. 

Then Jon started screaming. 

I clambered to my feet to look. Jon had 
dropped his weights and was squirming in 
such a way that it looked like an exotic dance. 
Then he fell to the floor, kicking his legs every 
which way, and clawing at his ass. But it was 
too late for that—the cavern critter was well 
beyond its entry point. 

Jon then gripped his side as if he had the 
worst stitch of his life. A bunch of us crowded 
around him and asked if he was okay and 
what we should do. Someone shouted for the 
manager while others took out their phones to 
call for an ambulance. Jon wasn’t responding 
to anyone. His eyes were rolling in the back of 
his head and his hands went from his side to 
his chest, as if his heart was under attack. He 
tried screaming but couldn’t get anything out. 
He banged his head against the gym floor and 
began convulsing. Then he...died. 

I told the police what I saw. They said I 
was crazy. At the time, I didn’t know where 
the littlke bug had gone, only that it had 
jumped onto Jon’s leg right before I fell. I, of 


course, had my assumptions and told the 
police as much. They said paramedics would 
look for bug bites in case something poisonous 
had nibbled on him, but I could tell they were 
just humoring me. 

It wasn’t until the next day that there 
were two similar deaths, and I was brought in 
for questioning. Luckily, I hadn’t been back to 
that gym that day; I was too creeped out and 
scared. The police took me to some empty 
room with a table and chairs—we’ve all seen 
them on TV, don’t make me describe it any 
further—and sat me down. But they only 
talked to me for about two minutes, long 
enough for me to reiterate the story I told the 
day before. Then some government guys came 
in and took over, ushering the officers out of 
the room. I would assume they were behind 
the one-way mirror, too, but I couldn’t say for 
sure. 

Before we got started, they handed me a 
packet to sign. I asked what it was, and they 
ordered me to “just sign the damn thing,” so I 
did. They looked like the type of dudes to 
make someone disappear from the record 
books. 

“Describe it,” the taller agent said to me 


once the form was returned to them. 

“Describe what?” I asked. He needed to 
be a bit more specific. Did he want me to 
detail the seizure or the bug? 

“The specimen you saw yesterday.” 

I told him as best I could. 

The shorter agent opened his manilla 
folder and passed me a photograph. I was 
surprised he didn’t just show me a digital one 
from his phone. What is this, the early 2000s? 

The picture was one of the cavern critters 
I’'d seen, only dead. I think. It was in a puddle 
of blood and on its side, somewhat curled 
inward. I told them, yeah, that’s the bitch I 
saw done it. As they took back the 
photograph, I asked what it was and how 
they’d captured it. I had a sneaking suspicion 
but wanted to hear it from them. 

“We don’t know what they are yet,” the 
taller one said. “But they’re attracted to sweat 
and eat your insides.” 

“They exotic? Like someone’s shitty pet 
from another country let loose?” I asked. 

“We don’t know yet.” 

The shorter agent took over. “We got this 
out of Jonathan Merci, the man you saw.” 

“Tt ate his insides?” 


“Most of his heart, some of his liver. It 
was backtracking to his intestines when we 
pulled it out of him.” 

“Are these things anywhere else? Or just 
my gym?” 

“Only three known deaths have taken 
place, all of them at your gym.” 

I don’t know why he emphasized it like 
that. 

“T wouldn’t advise you to return there for 
the time being,” he added. 

“Why tell me all this? And who the hell 
are you guys?” 

“You signed an NDA. Do you know what 
that is?” 

“A Non-Disclosure Agreement?” 

“That’s correct.” 

“Seems pretty basic for government 
officials.” 

The shorter agent—who looked like an 
average guy I could easily take in a fight— 
made a name for himself really quick then. 
“We could, of course, say if you tell anyone, 
we'll kill you. But paperwork puts people more 
at ease than death threats.” 

I now refer to this guy as Scary Prick. 

“Wow, Okay...” 


The taller agent stood and said, “Don’t 
discuss this with anyone, Mr. Taylor. We mean 
it.” 

Scary Prick stared at me a moment longer 
before standing. They both left the room, and 
the cops returned a few minutes later to 
release me. 

Back home, I called Hannah to let her 
know our gym was off-limits for a while. I 
didn’t say why, though she asked. I just 
begged her not to go. She acted like she was 
listening, but she didn’t. That night, she called 
me back, sounding horrible. I asked her what 
was wrong, and she requested to come over. 
Remember, the gym is right around the corner 
from my apartment. So, it only took her a 
couple minutes to arrive. 

Hannah looked like death when I opened 
the door to let her in. She was pale and 
drenched in sweat, wearing workout clothes. I 
asked if she went to the gym, and she nodded 
with obvious regret and embarrassment. 

“T told you not to go!” I shouted. 

She began to cry on my couch. “I know, 
I’m sorry. Oh, God, it hurts...” 

I realized then she was clutching her 
stomach. 


“Hannah...did you feel anything crawling 
on you at the gym?” 

She considered that for a moment and 
then her eyes widened. She looked at me, 
obviously frightened. “Yes...what, what was 
it?” 

“What did you do when you felt it?” I 
asked. 

“I slapped my thigh, but I didn’t see 
anything. I was on the leg press at the time.” 

“Did...um, did you feel anything in your 
ass?” 

“Jesus, Pete!” 

I threw open my arms. “I need you to 
answer the question, Hannah!” 

“T felt like I shit myself while pushing the 
weights and panicked. I hurried to the 
bathroom and checked.” 

“And?” 

“T was bleeding a bit but nothing else.” 

I circled the living room a few times, 
thinking. Hannah stretched out slowly along 
the couch and moaned. Shit, I thought. She 
needs a hospital! 

“?m calling for an ambulance,” I said, 
looking for my phone. “Are you wearing any 
underwear?” 


That took her by surprise. “Why the fuck 
would you ask that?” 

“Are you?” 

“Yes.” 

“Check them.” 

“For what?” 

“Uh...like a hole or something.” 

Hannah tried to stand but was in too 
much pain. “I can’t get to the bathroom right 
now,” she said, hissing through her teeth. 

“Tl leave the room for you to check. Just 
call me back when youw’re done.” 

I went to my bedroom and called for an 
ambulance. I told them my friend could hardly 
move because her intestines were inflamed so 
badly. I made up some shit about her 
appendix being hot and swollen, like it was 
about to burst. I think the dispatch lady rolled 
her eyes, but I didn’t care. As I was getting off 
the call, I heard a loud thud in the living 
room. I hurried out to find Hannah collapsed 
face first across the floor, her gym _ shorts 
pulled down to her knees. Her underwear was 
still on, torn and bloody, just as I suspected. 

She was picked up ten minutes later and 
taken to the hospital. I don’t know when she 
died, but she did. I found out the next day 


when I tried visiting her. I was in shock for a 
while. I stayed in the ER waiting room, 
unmoving and quiet, for several hours before 
finally sobbing. Hannah was my closest friend 
and had been by my side since we were 
unwanted teenagers. I didn’t know what to do 
without her. 

On the news, things went to shit that day. 
Hannah wasn’t number four, but number ten. 
A ton of people had ended up in the hospital 
since I saw Jon die. The gym was shut down 
and quarantined. People asked why it took 
two days to happen. The police said there was 
no way to know for sure how people were 
getting sick. I laughed out loud while 
watching the press conference. The police may 
have been in the dark, but the government 
wasn’t. They knew damn well they were 
dealing with something bad but wanted to 
keep it secret for as long as possible. 

You might be asking yourself, what about 
the other twelve? I did say a total of twenty- 
two people died at the start of this, after all. 
That’s because the cavern critters spread. The 
lockdown on the gym didn’t work. They came 
from some space underground and tunneled to 
the surrounding shops. There was a Chinese 


buffet attached on the left side of the gym. On 
the right, a wing restaurant known for their 
hot sauces. In the same shopping center, 
across the parking lot, was a goddamn grocery 
store. Luckily the Chinese buffet and the 
grocery store were ignored, to my knowledge. 
But the wing place? Their hot sauces make 
people sweat and, well, that was _ their 
downfall. 

The other twelve were people that had 
dined there prior to hospital admittance (or 
sudden death, like Jon). It just depended on 
how the bastards fed on your insides. If they 
went for the heart, you went down within 
minutes of their entry. If they took their time 
and got comfortable, you were in for several 
hours of horrible pain. Nobody survived. At 
least, nobody that was ever announced. 

Maybe somewhere, deep in a _ secret 
research facility funded by the government, 
there’s a patient getting their mind erased 
right now, having survived the exorcism of a 
cavern critter. I can only hope these alien 
bastards don’t appear anywhere else. That did 
finally leak on the news a week later—that 
people were calling them extraterrestrial, that 
is. I think it was because no scientist was able 


to identify the arthropods, but who knows; 
maybe a little ship was discovered under my 
gym. Somebody check Area 51. 

What I do know is you won’t catch my 
sweaty ass anywhere ever again. I’m moving 
to someplace covered in snow year-round. 


A SECOND 
CHANCE 
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His daughter’s body swayed back and forth in 
the mocking breeze. Look at her, it seemed to 
scream. Look at her! 

“T am looking,” Dylan growled through 
his clenched teeth, his eyes burrowing into his 
daughter’s corpse. 

In place of her childhood tire swing— 
now discarded in the bushes—Abby had hung 
herself from the big tree in the backyard with 
a length of thick rope. 

Dylan wanted to pull her down from the 
tree and cradle her in his arms but found that 
he was unable to move his body. Grief had 
immobilized him. And so, he remained on his 
knees before the scene, like a man praying 


upon the altar, for several hours. 

As the sun began to set, a voice spoke 
within his head: You can have her back. 

Dylan opened his eyes and searched his 
surroundings. Other than Abby, he was alone. 
His husband was still at work, unaware of 
their daughter’s suicide. 

“Who said that?” 

There was no reply. He must have 
imagined the voice. 

Dylan fixed his eyes on his daughter once 
more and felt an overwhelming desire to 
scream at the heavens until his throat bled. 
“Why? Why did you do it?” 

Abby continued to sway silently. 

Finally, Dylan found enough strength to 
stand, though his knees were locked. As he 
attempted moving toward his daughter, the 
joints refused to cooperate, and he fell. He did 
this four times more before reaching his child 
and her noose. As he held Abby tightly in his 
arms—wishing for a knife to cut her free of 
the tree—he heard a vehicle pull into the 
driveway. It would seem that his husband, 
Wesley, was home early. 
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Days later, after the funeral, the voice 
returned to Dylan. He was intoxicated in his 
study, drinking another day away, while 
Wesley attempted to block out the world by 
returning to work. Since lowering Abby into 
the ground, he’d been home so little it could 
be argued he never showed up at all. Dylan 
hardly cared. He didn’t have the capacity for 
anything beyond his grief. He hoped to drown 
in it. 

You can have her back. 

Was he just remembering the voice or 
was it invading his head once more? 

“Youre not real,” Dylan moaned, 
swinging an empty bottle through the air. 
“Stop torturing me.” 

A shadow in the corner of the study 
moved. Dylan was too drunk to think anything 
of it. Had he been sober, he would have seen 
the tall, cloaked figure watching him there. 
But Dylan could hardly focus on any object in 
his current state and was soon blacked out on 
the rug. When his husband returned home, it 
was to grab his gym clothes and leave once 
more. He couldn’t bear the house for more 
than a minute. He never bothered checking in 
on Dylan. 
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Morning came and went. Dylan rose after 
noon to an empty house and a pool of drying 
vomit. In a daze, he ventured through the 
house in search of Wesley. Upon determining 
his solitude, he went outside into the backyard 
and approached the tree Abby had used to 
hang herself. For several devastating minutes, 
he stared at the monstrosity, wanting to burn 
it down and stomp on its ashes. Instead, 
something inside him snapped and he began to 
pound his fists against the bark of the tree, 
splitting the skin of his knuckles and drawing 
blood. Once he’d tired of that, he stormed over 
to the shed in the corner of their yard, threw 
open the door, and grabbed the chainsaw. 

When Wesley returned around five, he 
screamed at Dylan for having cut down the 
tree. This led to a vicious fight during which 
Wesley abandoned the house once more. 

“Fucking coward,” Dylan grumbled, 
watching his husband’s truck speed away from 
the house. “He won’t face anything.” 

With a fresh bottle in hand, he returned 
to the backyard and the severed remains of the 
tree. There, he drank and cried over memories 
of Abby playing on her tire swing and 


counting to ten with her body pressed against 
the trunk of the tree during games of Hide & 
Seek. 

“FUCK!” 

Dylan threw his bottle through the 
kitchen window and fell to his knees. 

The voice returned to him: Come inside. 

This time, Dylan didn’t question its 
existence. He obeyed its command and 
returned inside, through the kitchen with its 
floor covered in broken glass. 

“Now what?” he asked the house, as if it 
were the source of the voice. 

Look at me. 

Dylan turned in place but saw nothing. 
“Where are you?” 

He left the kitchen and walked the length 
of the first floor. Finally, he found himself 
poking his head into the study where his dried 
vomit remained on the floor. A chill beckoned 
him all the way inside, and so he stood in the 
center of the study and waited. A cloaked 
figure in black stepped out of the dark corner 
and towered over Dylan. It had yellow eyes 
and a crooked, red nose sticking out from its 
hood. Little else of its face could be seen. 

“Who are you?” Dylan asked. 


Do you want her back? 

“What?” 

Your daughter. 

His fists clenched against his sides. “Of 
course, I do.” 

The figure held out its hand, which was 
dark red in color and thin, with fingers sharp 
and inhumanely long. We can trade. A life. 

“What are you talking about?” 

The figure stood crookedly due to its 
height. As it turned, the backside of its hood 
scraped against the ceiling. A long finger 
pointed toward the bookshelf. Dylan followed 
it with his eyes and spotted the photograph he 
had framed there. It showed him, Abby, and 
Wesley outside, next to the tree he’d 
destroyed. 

That man doesn’t care about you. 

Dylan swallowed hard before attempting 
a response. “My husband?” 

The hooded figure nodded with some 
difficulty, its height a crutch in this small 
space. 

“He doesn’t know how to deal with 
Abby’s suicide. And neither do I.” 

His visitor turned back to him. 

I can make things better. 


“Then do it.” 

A price must be paid. 

“Of course...what is it?” 

The long finger stabbed at _ the 
photograph once more, making contact with 
the glass in the frame and cracking it. A 
canyon split through Wesley’s face. 

Kill him. Tonight. 
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His husband didn’t return home until after two 
in the morning, and when he did, he stank of 
alcohol. Ignoring Dylan, Wesley stumbled 
through the front door, up the stairs, and to 
their bedroom, all the while slamming himself 
against the walls and the banister. Within 
seconds of his collapsing in bed, Wesley was 
asleep and snoring. Dylan waited ten minutes 
before going in after him with the baseball bat 
he’d used for practice as a teenager. When he 
saw the state of his husband—wrist stamped 
more than once, and flakes of glitter stuck to 
his clothing—he knew what had happened. 
Wesley had done this before, gone off bar 
hopping and meeting other men along the 
way. In the past, Dylan had trusted him not to 
do anything stupid. But now, as he looked 


over his overweight husband, he felt 
differently. 

Wesley felt nothing for Dylan without 
Abby. He was sure of that now. Without her, 
they didn’t belong together. That was why 
Wesley had avoided him like the plague ever 
since Abby left. There was no love there. Only 
hatred. Only memories that held no physical 
matter; they couldn’t be touched and enjoyed. 
They were trembling images in their heads, 
out of focus and fading. They were torturous. 

Dylan couldn’t take it any longer. He 
didn’t need Wesley, but he did need Abby. 
Aching for his daughter, he thought nothing 
more of the cost; he lifted the metal baseball 
bat over his head and brought it down on 
Wesley’s face as hard as he could. There was a 
loud crack, followed by a sticky sound of 
suction as the bat lifted. Before he could swing 
the club again, Dylan found himself drawn to 
the blood that now coated its surface. 
Normally, such a sight would have sickened 
him. But tonight, something was different. He 
could feel it in his bones. He was like a man 
possessed, fueled by anger and despair. He 
wanted this done. He wanted to make sure his 
husband would never breathe again. 


So, he slammed the baseball bat down 
upon Wesley’s bloodied face again, this time 
even harder than before. The sickening crunch 
returned, as did the sappy squish of blood. In a 
disgusting sort of way, Dylan found these 
sounds satisfying and empowering. He wanted 
more of the cool calm they brought to his 
bones, so he released all of himself upon 
Wesley’s face until his husband’s head was 
nothing but a splattered mess upon their 
pillows and bedspread. 

Once Dylan had exhausted his bottled 
energy, he dropped the high school baseball 
onto the floor and turned out of the bedroom, 
shaking with adrenaline. To hide what he’d 
done, he closed the door behind him with 
gentle care. He then returned to the study 
downstairs and faced the darkened corner. 

“The price has been paid,” he said, out of 
breath. “Now, where is Abby?” 

You can be with her for all eternity. 

Dylan felt his anger bubbling up inside 
him. “Yeah, that’s why I fucking did this. Now, 
where is she?!” 

The shadow moved. A clutched, red hand 
extended from the darkness to reveal the grip 
of a weapon. 


A gun. 

“What am I supposed to do with that?” 
Dylan growled, taking a step back. 

The massive figure stepped out of its 
corner and mimed putting the pistol to its own 
head. 

“W-what?” 

It will return Abby to you. 

“But...1 could have done that without 
ever killing Wesley!” 

The shadow nodded. 

Full of anger, Dylan charged the creature 
and slammed into the wall behind it. When he 
turned, he saw the figure still in place, but 
turning to face him. Dylan had simply passed 
through its form. 

You can’t harm us. 

Overwhelmed, Dylan began to sob. The 
weight of killing his husband suddenly 
anchored his shoulders, yanking them 
downward. His head felt like a swarm of bees 
knocking from one ear to the other. His body 
shook violently from top to bottom. Was he 
having some sort of an attack? A seizure 
maybe? His chest hurt so badly... 

The figure held the gun out to him once 
more. Make it all go away. Have her back in 


your arms, it told him. 

After some hesitation, Dylan finally took 
the weapon and examined it in his hands. 

You do this, you'll find her in my realm. 

He examined the figure once more. 
“What are you?” 

It leaned forward, placing its wicked nose 
within inches of Dylan’s face. 

Iam a Corner Master. And I own you. 

Dylan jumped to his feet and _ tried 
tackling the supernatural creature again but 
passed through its robe and slammed into the 
floor. There, he pounded his fist against the 
carpet and screamed. “What do you want from 
me?” 

I already have it. 

Dylan turned to view the Corner Master, 
but the cloaked figure was gone. Instead, he 
found a corpse resting in the corner of his 
study, its head slumped forward against its 
chest. There was blood and brain matter 
sprayed against the wall behind it. Dylan 
stood and approached the body carefully, as if 
it were a dangerous animal he was looking to 
tame. Once he was close, he realized the 
corpse was his own. He must have taken the 
gun and killed himself in his desperation to 


see Abby once more. 

“How am I seeing this?” 

He staggered back several feet and ran 
his hands along his jawline. Sure enough, 
there was a gaping wound under his chin 
where he’d pressed the barrel of the pistol and 
pulled the trigger. Blood was rolling down his 
neck and under his shirt. He could even taste 
smoke and metal in his mouth. As he rolled 
his partial tongue along the gaping roof of his 
mouth, a rush of air danced up his neck, into 
his throat, and behind his eyes, before 
eventually making its exit from the crown of 
his head. The feeling was bizarre and gave 
him a sense of brain freeze, despite its ruined 
state. 

“Daddy?” 

Dylan snapped to attention. The room 
melted like an acid trip. He was now in the 
middle of a forest heavy with fog and 
scattered in dead trees. The iridescent bulbs of 
his study had been replaced by a mirror moon 
that seemed to surround him. The scene was 
haunting and somehow cold, despite the 
illusion of flames from the crimson soil 
beneath his feet. “Where am I?” 

“Daddy? Is that you?” 


That voice. It didn’t belong to the Corner 
Master. It was warm and familiar and made 
his heart thump wildly inside his chest. Dylan 
took a deep breath and turned to see his 
daughter stepping out of the darkness. Her 
neck was swollen and purple, with ugly rope 
burns stretching across the skin. Even her eyes 
appeared to be bulging slightly from their 
sockets as she moved toward him with 
outstretched arms. 

“Daddy! You came for me!” 

Somewhere inside his exploded head, 
Dylan could hear the Corner Master cackling. 


CAMPING ISN'T 
FOR EVERYONE 
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There was nothing at all exciting about 
camping as far as Hayashi was concerned. His 
mother had begged him to give it a chance, 
before giving him no other choice. His new 
stepfather, Bruce, was the mastermind behind 
the trip. Apparently, he’d grown up on annual 
hiking weekends with his family, and thought 
they were just about the best kind of vacation 
out there. Hayashi didn’t see the appeal. 
Mosquitos, bears, storms, sleeping on the hard 
ground...how was any of that supposed to lure 
him in for a good time? 

Hayashi just wanted to practice his game. 
Basketball tryouts weren’t far off, and he had 
every intention of making the team. That’s 


where you could find his heart: on the court. 
Not out here, in the damn wilderness. He 
doubted he could even construct a makeshift 
hoop anywhere, despite the trees serving as 
easy posts. What would he use as a rim, or 
even a ball, for that matter? He hadn’t brought 
his own. Well, he tried, but his mother had 
snatched it out of the car as soon as she’d seen 
it. Instead, she gave him a tote containing a 
book, a can of bug spray, her handheld 
camera, and a portable radio. Hayashi had yet 
to actually sort through the items. They’d just 
found their camping spot—according to Bruce 
—and were climbing out of the car. 

“Where are we?” Hayashi asked. 

The parking lot was a strip of gravel and 
rock located off the side of a mountain road. 
There was one other vehicle present, a large 
Raptor truck that appeared too good to be 
subjected to the sap and shit of the 
surrounding trees. Hayashi immediately 
winced upon seeing its temporary beauty. 

Bruce popped open the trunk and moved 
around their vehicle. “Unicoi,” he said. “Or, at 
least close to it. This is part of the Cherokee 
National Forest.” 

“This doesn’t look like a campground.” 


Hayashi observed the immediate trees beyond 
the parking area. Yes, there was a trail, but 
nothing else in sight beyond the wilderness set 
before him. “How far do we have to carry this 
stuff before we reach our reservation?” 

Bruce laughed gently and motioned for 
Hayashi to join him at the trunk. “Your 
mother gave me your things last night while 
you were in bed. I packed our stuff 
appropriately for the climb.” He pointed to 
two large packs and duffel bags. In front of 
them was the tote bag Hayashi’s mother had 
traded his basketball for, alongside a long 
assortment of material bonded tightly 
together. 

“What’s that?” Hayashi asked. 

“The tent. I'll carry that and one of the 
duffels. And a backpack, of course. You get the 
others and your tote. Though, if I were you, 
I'd try to fit the tote into the duffel bag to free 
up a hand.” 

Hayashi groaned and stepped back from 
the car. “How far are we walking to our site?” 

Bruce made a clicking sound with his 
tongue. “No site for us, Ash. This isn’t a 
campground. We’re doing what they call 
dispersed camping.” 


“Huh?” 

“We’re going out into the forest and 
finding our own spot.” 

Hayashi froze as his heart sank. “Wait. 
Are you telling me we won’t even have 
bathrooms nearby? Or water fountains? Or 
anything civilized?” 

Bruce nodded and began to pull things 
out of the trunk. “That’s right.” 

Hayashi covered his mouth with the 
inside of his elbow and screamed. His mother 
had set him up even worse than he’d thought. 

Bruce just chuckled and passed over the 
things Hayashi was to carry. 
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It took some time to locate a space Bruce 
determined a good spot to set up camp. They 
were surrounded by trees, but their clearing 
was about the size of Hayashi’s bedroom back 
home. They were a few minutes’ walk from 
the trail they’d left along the way. According 
to Bruce, they needed to have some distance 
between their tent and the trails to keep it 
legal. Hayashi didn’t really care what the rules 
were—he would have felt a lot better being 
able to see the trail from their site than to be 


in the wild as they were now. 

“Aren’t there bears out here?” he asked as 
Bruce began to unwind the materials of the 
tent. 

“Possibly, but I don’t anticipate seeing 
any.” 

“Why not?” 

“As long as we dispose of our trash 
properly, nothing should attract them. Bears 
don’t make a habit of seeking out people.” 

Hayashi looked around them and listened 
carefully. If a bear came upon their tent, 
would it attack them or change direction? 

Then something else occurred to Hayashi. 
Something that made him swear a little too 
loudly under his breath. 

Bruce gave him a sideways look. “What’s 
wrong?” 

“Um...where do we go to the bathroom?” 

His stepfather grinned. “I have those 
supplies in my duffel.” 

“Supplies?” 

“Trowel and toilet paper. We’ll go twenty 
feet or so over there, do our business, and 
bury it.” 

Hayashi forced a hearty laugh. “Ah, no. I 
think Pll just hold it.” 


“For the whole weekend?” 

Hayashi did the math in his head. It was 
around ten in the morning, Saturday. They 
would be packing up mid-afternoon Sunday. 
He could go without a toilet for thirty hours, 
couldn’t he? 

“Tll be trying my damnedest,” he finally 
said. 

“Suit yourself. Now, come over here and 
give me a hand setting up this tent.” 
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For lunch, Bruce set up a fire pit and cooked 
some grilled cheese sandwiches. As they ate, 
Bruce detailed their plans for the rest of their 
time in the woods. Once they’d eaten, a hike 
would take them to a nearby waterfall. For 
dinner, Bruce had a can of baked beans and 
some hamburgers he’d pre-packed into patties 
for them to cook. Then they’d play some card 
games and drink. At this, Hayashi perked up 
with surprise. 

“What do you mean we'll drink?” 

“You can have your first beer, so long as 
you don’t tell your mother,” Bruce told him. 
“Assuming you’ve never had a beer, that is.” 

Hayashi didn’t meet his gaze. “That 


would be cool,” was all he said. 

Bruce grunted a laugh of sorts before 
continuing. “Tomorrow, we will get up early 
for another hike. There’s a fire tower a couple 
miles from here. Apparently, a lot of people go 
to it. The view is a hotspot of sorts. After that, 
we'll have some lunch and find a nearby 
stream to try spear fishing. Maybe some ax 
throwing, as well.” 

Hayashi wasn’t keen on all the hiking, 
but there were plans of Bruce’s he did like. 
The spear fishing and ax throwing definitely 
caught his attention. 

When they were done eating, Bruce said 
they’d wait a half hour or so before heading to 
the waterfall. Then he disappeared some 
twenty feet beyond the tent to dig a hole. 
Hayashi did his best to pretend he didn’t know 
what that meant. When his stepfather returned 
ten minutes later, he told Hayashi their 
bathroom area was an obvious one, located 
next to a small gathering of bright flowers. 
You couldn’t miss it. They then changed their 
clothes and left. 

The waterfall ended up being fairly close 
by; they reached the spot only forty some 
minutes after leaving their site. They’d walked 


in their swimming trunks and shirts, without 
any gear other than Bruce’s walking stick. 
Hayashi was slick with sweat by the time the 
water came into view. He practically ran the 
rest of the way, eager to get into the plunge 
pool. The walk had made the 86-degree heat 
feel more like 100. 

Even if the rest of their trip ended up 
sucking, Hayashi was determined to make this 
swim worth the trouble. He’d never been to a 
waterfall before and enjoyed moving back and 
forth through its curtain as he cooled off from 
the hike. Bruce, on the other hand, was taking 
his time to approach the water, one hand 
pressed against his stomach. When Hayashi 
noticed, he wiped the water from his eyes and 
asked what was wrong. 

“For some _ reason, I _ think those 
sandwiches messed me up. I might need to use 
the bushes again.” 

Hayashi groaned. “Great, and then you’re 
going to get in here with me? Gross.” 

Bruce slowly sat down on a large rock 
outcropping, his face whiter than _ usual. 
Hayashi swam towards him for a closer look. 
“Oh. Yeah, you look sick. You sure it was the 
sandwich? I feel fine.” 


His stepfather licked his lips, which 
suddenly appeared cracked from dryness. “I’m 
not sure. Honestly, it feels like I just walked 
into a flu.” 

“Maybe use the bushes...just don’t get in 
the water after.” Hayashi smiled as if he were 
joking, but he was being serious. The pool felt 
too good to leave, which he would if his 
dirtied stepfather climbed in after shitting 
himself thin. 

Bruce simply nodded, stood, and walked 
into the trees. 

Feeling a little awkward, Hayashi turned 
back to the curtain and swam under it, feeling 
its slight vibrating pressure against his back as 
he passed through to the other side. When he 
brought himself up and out, he was within the 
small space between the fall and the rocks. 
There, he paused and allowed himself to relax. 
The sound of the water was intoxicating, 
especially with its echo off the rocks. 

Minutes passed and Hayashi nearly fell 
asleep in that hidden place. Finally, he poked 
his head through the water curtain to see if his 
stepfather had returned. When he saw the pool 
and its surroundings were quiet, he returned 
to his refuge and closed his eyes. When an 


infinitesimal clicking stole his peace, he 
assumed it was Bruce doing something nearby. 
He poked his head out again but saw no one. 
The sound was also silenced. Shrugging—in 
that way people do when they appear to be 
alone, but they feel watched—Hayashi 
returned to the space once more. Again, he 
could hear the clicking. Annoyed, he spun 
around in place, trying to determine its source. 
Finally, he put his ear against the rock and 
listened closely. 

It sounded like the clicking was coming 
from inside the wall. 

“Hayashi!” 

His stepfather’s call startled him. Ignoring 
the strange sound within the wall, Hayashi 
exited the cave-like space and returned to the 
pool to see Bruce sitting at the edge of the 
water with his legs submerged. He almost 
looked gaunt, as if he’d gone a few days 
without eating. 

“Jesus, what happened to you?” Hayashi 
asked, swimming closer. 

“[m sorry, bud, but I think we’re gonna 
call this trip short,” Bruce said weakly. “If I 
don’t have the flu, then I have food 
poisoning.” 


Hayashi was a little disappointed to leave 
the waterfall, but not about heading home. 
Before he could say anything, Bruce spoke 
again. 

“I know this was a bit of a walk here. 
We'll hang out a bit, but when we get back to 
the tent, we might be closing up shop.” 

Hayashi nodded in understanding and 
jerked his thumb over his shoulder at the fall. 
“[?m just in there, zoning out,” he explained. 
“Tt’s really cool on the other side.” 

“Big space?” 

“No. Pretty small. But there’s an echo and 
it’s peaceful.” 

“Any caves?” 

Hayashi hadn’t noticed any, but neither 
had he looked. “Pll have to check.” 

“If there ends up being one, let me know 
before exploring it. Those things can be 
dangerous.” 

“Deal.” 

Hayashi swam away from Bruce and 
ducked under water. When he came back up 
in the space behind the curtain, he checked 
the wall up and down for any passages. 
Though there didn’t appear to be any caves, 
there was a hole in the upper corner about as 


wide as his arm. Growing out of it was a 
vibrant and colorful flower, unlike any he’d 
ever seen. 

Hayashi climbed up on the_ rocks 
awkwardly to try getting a better look, but the 
angle wouldn’t work for his head. He did, 
however, notice the clicking sound become 
louder closer to the hole and flower. Suddenly 
scared, he fell backward into the water, not 
wanting to stick his arm into a home of 
spiders or something possibly worse. 

He was about to turn away when 
something scuttled out of the dark space. For a 
moment, he thought it was a trick of the light 
and his nerves playing a game on him. But 
then another small shape appeared, and 
another. 

Swallowing hard, Hayashi stood as tall as 
he could in the water and moved closer to the 
wall. They were insects of some sort, like 
beetles the size of ticks. The clicking sound 
was confusing. He’d never heard a tick make a 
sound before. But beetles could click. They 
could squeak, too, but he wasn’t hearing any 
squeaks. This sounded like the march of a 
hundred clamping mandibles. 

“Weird.” 


Hayashi decided his time in the waterfall 
was over. The bugs had creeped him out and 
killed his peaceful buzz. 
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By the time they’d returned to camp, Bruce 
looked as if he was near death. Hayashi was 
actually getting a little worried, enough so 
that he located his phone and decided to call 
his mom. While Bruce slowly began to pack 
their things, Hayashi took his phone into the 
trees a bit so that he could talk with some 
sense of privacy. 

“Mom?” 

“Hey, sweetie. How’s it going? You set up 
the tent yet?” 

“Yeah, but its coming down in a 
minute.” 

“How come?” 

“Mom, Bruce is sick. Like, really sick.” 

His mother sighed loudly. “Of course. 
Wait...Bruce is the one who’s sick? Not you?” 

“Huh? Why would you assume it was 
me?” 

“Nevermind. I thought maybe you’d fake 
something to end the trip early.” 

“No, Mom. Bruce has the flu or 


something. His stomach is a mess and he’s 
pale and moving like a zombie. Going home 
was actually his idea.” 

“He doesn’t want to try getting through 
the night and see how it goes?” 

Hayashi rolled his eyes. “Mom, would you 
want to stay in the woods, shitting in a hole if 
you were sick?” 

“Language!” 

“Mom!” 

“T suppose you're right. Can I talk to him 
for a sec?” 

Hayashi returned to their makeshift site 
and saw Bruce’s legs sticking out from inside 
the tent. He gave one of the shoes a light kick 
and said, “Hey, Bruce. Mom wants to talk to 
you.” 

Bruce’s legs didn’t so much as twitch. 

Hayashi kicked the foot again, harder this 
time. “Bruce!” 

Nothing. 

“Um, Mom. Let me put the phone down 
for a second. I think Bruce may have passed 
out or something.” 

As his mother began to talk excitedly on 
her end, Hayashi pocketed his phone and knelt 
down in front of the tent’s opening. He then 


stuck his head inside and saw that Bruce was 
lying face first on top of his half-rolled 
sleeping bag. 

“Bruce? You okay?” He_ gave his 
stepfather a shake, lightly at first, but then 
harder. “Hey, Bruce! Wake up!” 

Hayashi stumbled out of the tent, his 
pulse beginning to spike. Something was very 
wrong here. Worst of all, Hayashi didn’t know 
where they were in the woods. It wasn’t too 
far from the car, but where was the car even 
parked? Just some apron at the side of a 
mountain road, wasn’t it? 

Shit. 

Hayashi put his phone back to his ear and 
heard his mother repeating his name with 
nervous urgency. He did his best to interrupt 
her. “Mom. Mom, listen! Hey. Bruce is out. I 
can’t get him up. And I have no idea where 
the hell we are.” 

“I can find your phone on the account 
and give your location to the police. I should 
call them, right?” 

Hayashi couldn’t believe she was asking 
him that question. “Uh, yeah. I think you 
should call them. What else am I supposed to 
do? Drag Bruce blindly through the woods?” 


“Watch the sass and stay put. Get out the 
radio I gave you and turn it up loud. Not only 
will that keep away the animals, but it will be 
a way for the paramedics to find you two.” 

Once off the phone, Hayashi checked to 
make sure he still had a good charge still—he 
did, at sixty-seven percent—before pocketing 
his phone and sticking his head back inside 
the tent to check on Bruce. His stepfather’s 
breathing was surprisingly heavy, as if he was 
running a marathon. Hayashi wasn’t trained in 
checking someone’s pulse, but they had done 
it in gym class numerous times under the 
guidance of his teacher. He figured it’d be 
easiest to find Bruce’s by checking the 
underside of his jaw than his wrist. Once he 
located the thump, he tried to keep count for a 
minute as best he could, but Bruce’s heart was 
working too fast. 

“That can’t be good,” he thought aloud. 

Hayashi smacked his stepfather’s cheek 
lightly and shouted. When nothing happened, 
he tried it again, only harder. After a minute 
of this, Bruce’s cheek was bright red, but he 
was still not awake. Hayashi cursed and began 
to turn away when something caught his eye. 

There was a small, round bug venturing 


out of the back of Bruce’s swimming trunks. 

Hayashi watched it closely with his 
breath held in his chest, not wanting to scare 
the bug by making any sudden movements. 
And then, as slowly as possible, he gradually 
lowered his head closer to his stepfather’s 
backside. The closer he got, the more he was 
sure there was a clicking coming from inside 
Bruce’s trunks. 

“No way...” 

Without a plan, Hayashi reached with a 
shaking hand to pull down his stepfather’s 
trunks. But before he could get a hold of the 
waistband, Bruce groaned loudly and 
painfully. His backside arched upward for a 
moment, and then came down hard on the 
tent floor as a loud gurgling sound filled the 
air. The smell was putrid, bad enough that 
Hayashi scrambled backwards out of the tent 
to escape it. By the fire pit, his stomach 
heaved from the smell, and he vomited. 
Behind him, in the tent, Bruce was moaning in 
a horrible way. The disgusting sounds Hayashi 
heard in the mix could not have been anything 
other than Bruce voiding his loose bowels. 

“Sweet Jesus!” Hayashi gagged, hurrying 
further from the tent and covering his nose. 


What the hell was going on with his 
stepfather? This couldn’t be normal. “Are you 
okay in there? Bruce?” He waited several 
moments before calling again. “Hey, Bruce?” 

The tent was disturbingly quiet now, and 
still. Still as the dead. 

Trembling from head to toe, Hayashi 
inched his way toward the tent flaps where 
Bruce’s shoes were still sticking out. Only 
now, there were flecks of shit that had 
splashed and raced down his thighs, as far 
down as his ankles. Hayashi tried to ignore 
these stains as he pulled back the entrance to 
view Bruce in his entirety, all the while 
keeping his free arm over his mouth and nose. 

Inside the tent, his stepfather appeared to 
have expired. His face was paper white and his 
mouth slightly ajar. His eyes had opened at 
some point and were bloodshot and bulging. 
All down his legs, there was shit. And 
something else. 

It took Hayashi a moment to realize it, 
but Bruce’s excrement was moving. 

Hayashi froze. He could see tens—if not 
more than a hundred—of those small bugs 
scurrying around his stepfather’s shit, as if 
they’d just evacuated his ass as well. And 


maybe they had. Despite his curiosity, Hayashi 
fought the urge to check for confirmation. It 
couldn’t be good to allow one of these bugs 
inside you by accident. He was preparing to 
turn and run when Bruce—despite his deathly 
appearance—belched loudly. Hayashi looked 
up at his stepfather’s face for one last time and 
saw one enormous bug crawl out from Bruce’s 
opened mouth. It looked like the others, only 
fifty times bigger. 

And bloody. 

Hayashi screamed and fell away from the 
tent. Kicking his feet into the ground to scoot 
away, he eventually managed to get back onto 
his feet and launch himself into the trees, as 
far away from the campsite as he could go. 
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The sun was beginning to set when Hayashi 
finally stumbled upon a trail. He had no way 
of knowing whether it was the same one that 
led to the car, but it was better than following 
the wilderness. 

Relieved, Hayashi removed his phone to 
see if he’d regained his signal lost earlier. 
After hours of nothing, it looked like he’d 
finally grabbed a bar. He stopped where he 


was to keep the connection from vanishing, 
and quickly dialed his mother. She answered 
immediately. 

“Oh, thank God! Are you okay? Where 
are you?” 

Hayashi swallowed back the truth about 
Bruce. “Did the police find our campsite?” he 
asked instead. 

His mother began to cry. “They found 
Bruce. But where are you?” 

“He’s dead, isn’t he?” 

His mother shuddered and fought back 
her sobs. “Yes.” 

“T don’t know where I am, but I just 
found a trail. I lost my phone signal after 
leaving the tent. ’'m sorry. I just now got it 
back.” 

“Stay where you are so we can get your 
location.” 

“Okay, I will.” 

“Do you have anything with you? Food or 
water?” 

Hayashi chewed on the inside of his 
cheek for a moment. “No, nothing. After what 
happened, I just ran.” 

“Honey...what did happen?” 

“There were hundreds of bugs. They 


came out of him.” 

His mother cried again, taking a minute 
to calm down before speaking any further. 
“Was it something you two ate?” 

“All we had were grilled cheese 
sandwiches.” 

“Is your phone charged right now?” 

Hayashi checked. “I think it drained a bit 
searching for a signal, but I still have fifty 
percent.” 

“Thank God. Okay, stay where you are. 
Even if hikers come by. Tell them the police 
are on their way. If they’ll keep you company 
and give you something to drink, then great. 
But don’t leave that spot.” 

“Okay, Mom.” 

“T love you, Ash.” 

“T love you too, Mom. And...I’m sorry 
about Bruce.” 

Once off the call, Hayashi placed the 
phone down on a rock and took a seat beside 
it, making sure the signal didn’t drop in the 
process. As settled as he could be (all things 
considered), he closed his eyes and tried to 
relax. Unfortunately, in that darkness, he saw 
his stepfather’s dirtied body covered in bugs. 
Hayashi opened his eyes once more and 


cursed. He wondered if he’d ever shake those 
images from his memory. How did a person 
suppress something? Could they do _ it 
intentionally? As he wondered about such 
things, Hayashi began to scratch around his 
groin. It felt swollen and hot and itchy. 

At the time, he thought nothing of it. His 
mind was too preoccupied. 
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Officers Moore and Locke were accompanied 
by a pair of paramedics as they followed the 
trail with their flashlights set before them. The 
boy wasn’t far now, but everybody was on 
edge after having seen the campsite earlier. 

“Do you think he’s okay?” one of the 
paramedics asked his partner. They were 
walking several steps behind the officers, 
talking in hushed tones. 

“T wouldn’t be surprised if he’s been 
infested, too,” the other replied, shaking his 
head solemnly. 

Officer Moore shot a look over his 
shoulder and growled at them. “Would you 
two shut the fuck up? We’ve got a kid out 
here, scared and defenseless. And if he is sick 
like the stepfather, then he needs a hospital as 


soon as possible.” 

“Sorry, sir,” the paramedics echoed. 

Officer Locke checked his phone and said, 
“He should be dead ahead. Should we call for 
him?” 

Officer Moore skipped answering Locke 
and began shouting the boy’s name instead. 
Locke then followed suit. One of the 
paramedics hushed them almost instantly, 
grabbing at Moore’s arm. 

“Remove that hand,” the officer spat. 

“But sir—listen!” 

The four of them stopped and quieted. 
Somewhere ahead, not far, was a strange 
mixture of sounds. At times, it sounded like 
laughter. At others, it sounded like pain. Cries 
and whimpers. Grunts and moans. 

“What the hell is that?” the other 
paramedic whispered, swinging his flashlight 
down the trail. Nothing was caught in its 
beam. 

Officer Moore held up his hand to keep 
everyone silent. He turned his head, allowing 
his right ear the advantage. His left was shit. 
The sounds of the boy—surely, that’s who was 
making them—weren’t normal in the least. In 
fact, they reminded him of sounds 


commonplace in a mental ward. 

Placing a hand against his holster, he 
motioned for Locke to follow his lead. To the 
paramedics, he gave the palm of his hand, as 
in, “Stay put.” 

Slowly, the two officers began further 
down the trail. Garrison spoke loudly for 
them: “Hayashi Griffin? Is that you out there? 
?’m Officer William Moore and we’re here to 
take you out of these damned woods. Please 
come out slowly. We mean you no harm.” 

A shrill scream pierced the darkness, 
startling both men and stopping them in their 
tracks. 

Locke looked sideways at his partner. 
“The fuck was that?” 

“Hayashi, are you okay?” Moore called. 

For a minute, they stood silently waiting. 
Then they heard movement from ahead. Like 
someone shuffling across the ground, dragging 
their feet or possibly limping. Were the two so 
different? 

A pre-teen Japanese boy appeared in 
their light, some twenty feet ahead of them. 
He was wearing only his skivvies, which were 
dirty. His skin was covered in bleeding 
scratches and gouges. For whatever reason, his 


head was down as he moved crookedly in 
their direction. He appeared to be in great 
pain, but neither officer took a step forward to 
help him. Something else was wrong, but they 
couldn’t tell what. 

“Mr. Griffin? Are you hurt?” Officer 
Locke asked, licking his lips nervously. 

Within ten feet of them, the boy finally 
stopped and raised his head. “I could feel 
them,” he said, his voice raw. “I could feel 
them behind my fucking eyes.” 

They were gone. His eyes. They’d been 
scooped out, leaving behind two_ bloody 
sockets. 

Officer Locke gasped and jumped back 
several steps. Officer Moore, however, stood 
his ground and aimed his flashlight higher at 
the boy for a better look. 

“Did you do that to yourself, son?” 

The blind boy nodded. It sounded like he 
was crying now, but there were no tears. Just 
trails of blood running down his cheeks. And a 
small bug skittering out the left socket and 
disappearing into the hair behind his ear. 

“They're inside me _ still,” Hayashi 
whined. “In other places. I can’t find them all, 
but I’ve tried...” 


Officer Moore studied the boy a moment 
longer before making his decision. He 
removed his firearm from its holster, quickly 
leveled it, and pulled the trigger before his 
partner realized what was happening. The shot 
sounded louder than any other that had come 
before it. But Moore knew he’d done right by 
the boy. He’d ended the suffering that no 
paramedic would have been able to stop 
medically. 

Locke pulled his own firearm and had it 
on Moore a second later (a second too late for 
Hayashi). “What the fuck was that?” he 
screamed. “You just murdered the kid!” 

The two paramedics were’ equally 
stunned but inching toward Moore. At some 
point, they’d dropped their gear; now their 
hands were empty and clenched into fists. 

Moore knew this wasn’t going to end 
well, but he tried, nevertheless. “You saw him, 
men. There was no coming back from what he 
got. This place needs to be quarantined. 
Something has happened out in these woods, 
beyond the likes of our understanding.” 

“That could have been done without 
killing him!” Locke shouted, his eyes crazed 
and glistening with tears. His finger was 


looking mighty twitchy on that trigger, Moore 
noticed. 

“Do you want to be infected like that, 
too?” Moore asked, lowering his weapon but 
not holstering it. “That boy and his father 
were sick with something clearly contagious 
and fast-acting. We need to get away from 
here as soon as possible and call in the CDC.” 
He turned back to the boy and illuminated the 
corpse with his flashlight, scared that he might 
see Hayashi stand up once more. But the body 
was still. 

Dead. 

He’d done that. He’d shot a kid in the 
head. Though he knew it was for the best, 
would he be able to live with himself after 
this? 

He realized then that Locke was much 
closer to him now, as were the paramedics. 
They had him surrounded. 

Locke ordered Moore to drop his weapon. 

“You boys need to calm down,” Moore 
said, a little breathless now. His animalistic 
defenses were kicking in. He felt like a 
cornered dog, and he didn’t like it. “Take a 
step back and relax before anybody else gets 
hurt.” 


A loud gurgling of gas sounded from the 
boy’s corpse, unlike anything he’d ever heard. 
Though all eyes left Moore, he did not take the 
opportunity to run for safety. He, too, was 
watching in awe as the body began to vibrate 
in the middle of the trail. 

“Jesus, what’s it doing?” Locke said, his 
eyes wide and red. 

The boy’s stomach was growling in an 
unnatural way. As the paramedics began to 
step back instinctively, the officers moved 
closer. Locke had lowered his weapon without 
giving it so much as a passing thought, while 
Moore had nearly dropped his own; it felt as if 
his muscles had become gelatin. His spine ran 
cold, and he began to sweat—a warning, 
perhaps. 

The boy’s body continued to shake and 
make disgusting, terrible sounds. Then 
Hayashi’s cold lips parted, and a grotesque 
belching escaped, setting the body in a 
temporary state of erectness. Then everything 
relaxed. 

“What the hell was that?” Locke thought 
aloud. 

Without further warning, the body’s torso 
erupted, sending blood, gore, and stomach 


acid into the air. Both Moore and Locke were 
splashed with the stuff, but the paramedics 
were already turning to leave. The officers 
watched as the men disappeared into the 
darkness behind them with surprising speed, 
their gear abandoned and forgotten. 

Then the officers looked at one another, 
their faces speckled with blood and _ their 
uniforms ruined. 

“Your neck,” Locke said in a stunned 
breath. 

Moore swallowed hard and put his hand 
up under his chin to feel around. When he 
brought his hand back to look at it, he saw 
that he’d pinched off a small bug that seemed 
to be chittering. 

“Your face,” Moore said in return. 

Both men turned toward the exploded 
corpse and saw hundreds of the little insects 
darting in every direction, disappearing into 
the woods, under the leaves and up the trees. 
There were even several as big as drink 
coasters. 

Moore reached a shaking hand into one 
of his many pockets and came back with a 
lighter, which he immediately flicked open 
before his bloodied face. Locke stared at him 


and said nothing. Just waited. 

“We have to burn it down,” Moore said. 
He was pale and terrified. “We have to burn 
all of this down.” 

Locke examined his dirtied uniform and 
the bugs crawling across it. Then he met his 
partner’s eyes and nodded. 

“Do it.” 


LAST MEAL 
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The emergency capsule had been traveling 
aimlessly through space for ten hours if his 
watch was to be trusted. Shortly after the 
capsule’s release from the station—amid a full- 
scale evacuation of its remaining crew—the 
small craft was knocked off course by debris. 
In its sustained damages, the navigation 
system had collapsed, along with its back-up 
thrusters. The pod didn’t have much fuel or 
battery life remaining, so there was little to 
fall back on as the hours waned and the power 
drained. Officer Shiloh figured he’d be dead in 
the water, so to speak, within another twenty 
hours, unless rescued. And that seemed 
unlikely. 

Fuck, I’m hungry. 

He hadn’t brought anything into the pod 
with him, except for the specimen. Without it, 


their entire mission would have been deemed 
a colossal failure. The station was 
compromised, maybe blown to hell by now. 
Most of Shiloh’s mates were killed in the 
attack, as he’d seen firsthand during his 
escape. Was the specimen to blame? Was that 
why they’d been targeted, treaties be damned? 

“T guess I’ll starve out here,” he groaned, 
knocking the back of his head against the seat 
repeatedly. 

Prior to the attack, Shiloh hadn’t eaten 
for several hours. That meant half a day had 
gone by since his last meal. He felt drained, as 
a result. Between the lack of calorie intake and 
his excitement while under fire, Shiloh was 
beginning to feel a lot like death. Space was 
hard on the body, and he wasn’t doing it any 
favors. Worse than his growling stomach was 
the headache that plagued him; it continued to 
scour his skull and reach down the back of his 
neck, commanding his muscles and spine to 
rebel. 

For the hundredth time in the past hour, 
Shiloh looked toward the transfer case he’d 
used to rescue the specimen from the station. 
It wasn’t transparent, so he couldn’t see what 
the little bugger was doing inside. Perhaps it 


was hungry as well, twisting and groaning 
with the discomfort of an empty belly. 

“What do you think? Should we start 
placing our bets?” Shiloh laughed and shook 
his head. “Goddamn it, man, speak up!” 

Something beeped and flashed from his 
left side. Shiloh checked the gauge in question 
and couldn’t help but grin; they were now 
running low on oxygen, as well. Without a 
switch of the reserve tanks—which was 
impossible because the pod hadn’t been 
properly stocked by Simmons, the dumb 
bastard—they’d be out of air even before the 
fuel ran dry. 

“It gets better!” 

Shiloh searched the capsule in the hope 
that something of use would catch his eye, but 
nothing had changed in the last ten hours. 
There were no tanks, no batteries, no food, no 
water...it was just him and the fucking 
specimen until the end of time. 

The astronaut turned back to the case and 
grunted. “I’m not like the doctor. When it 
comes to it, I'll be eating you, not the other 
way around. The scientists back home will just 
have to study my shit if they want to know 
what you’re all about you. Assuming, we ever 


reach Mars.” 

The case remained silent. Shiloh gave it a 
light tap, then actively shook the container. 
Inside, he could feel movement responding to 
his aggression; the specimen was now 
crawling up and down the walls. The tap tap 
tap of its spindly legs against the plastic was 
reminiscent of a clicking pen. 

“Yeah, ya little bastard. Yeah.” 

The screens flickered around them. 
Shiloh released the case and took a closer 
look. Was someone trying to hail the pod? It 
looked as if a visual was trying to load or play, 
but interference was keeping the data from 
appearing for more than a second. Shiloh 
searched his available command keys and 
tried to decide which (if any) could help. Then 
the screens returned to black, absolute. 

“Fuckin’ hell!” 

Shiloh checked his watch once more. Five 
minutes had passed. His stomach growled 
again, louder now. He looked toward the case 
and wondered how he could even prepare the 
specimen. It was a_ spider-like creature 
wrapped in a shell. He was reminded of his 
childhood, back when there were still crabs 
and lobsters to put on the family table. He 


supposed he could eat this creature much the 
same way, assuming it had some meat within 
its armor. Surely, there was something in there. 

“Not yet,” he told himself. “You can still 
wait a little longer.” 

Several hours passed and Shiloh could 
hardly keep his eyes open. The pod’s oxygen 
was running low, and his stomach was empty. 
The screens had not flickered, nor had the 
speakers screeched. He was all alone in the 
vacuum of space. Nobody was coming. If only 
he could see outside the pod and judge his 
location by the stars, but there were no 
windows. Had the computers not been 
damaged in his escape, he could have 
switched on his security feed to see outside, 
but alas... 

How far were they from Earth? The 
station had been in orbit with the moon prior 
to the attack. Seeing as Shiloh was still adrift, 
his pod must have been knocked away from 
the planet. Otherwise, he would have been 
rescued on land by now. The fact that he’d 
traveled for so long without anything of 
resistance was of some concern. If his pod ever 
did reach a planet, he’d probably be long dead 
by the time of landing. 


The case vibrated with movement. The 
creature was getting antsy. 

“T bet you’re hungry, as well,” Shiloh said 
weakly. “But unless I give myself to you, I’d 
say you're shit out of luck.” 

The interior lighting suddenly shut off. 
Darkness swallowed Shiloh and the specimen 
whole. As the captain cursed loudly, the case 
began to shuffle in the adjoining seat, rubbing 
against the buckles that ran along the side of 
the carriage. 

Shiloh angrily grabbed the case and 
punched its unlock code into the small control 
panel located in the top right corner. As soon 
as the lid’s seal popped, he reached in with his 
gloved hand and snatched the creature 
hopping around inside. Though he could not 
see it in the darkness, he held the thing to his 
face and screamed at it as loud as he could. 
Spit showered the specimen. Shiloh took a 
desperate bite into it next, chipping his teeth 
painfully on the creature’s shell. A sharp leg 
responded by piercing his cheek repeatedly. 
Then another, on the other side. Shiloh 
continued to gnaw on the shell like a dog with 
a bone. Blood ran down his cheeks and chin. 
The specimen became more frantic and fought 


back harder. Something clipped Shiloh’s 
tongue clean off. He howled and tossed the 
specimen aside. He regretted the action 
instantly—in the pitch-black, he could no 
longer find the creature. 

Upon spitting out a chunk of his severed 
tongue, Shiloh licked his bloody lips and 
savored the metallic taste. 

Better than nothing, he told himself, 
laughing a little out on the outside. He was 
losing it. Their oxygen was just about gone 
and soon he would suffocate. 

Tap tap tap tap tap. 

The creature was on the move. Shiloh 
followed the sound of its scampering and 
snapped his gloved hand through the 
darkness. He stumbled at first, but then got a 
hold of the specimen as it tried to run. Again, 
sharp legs stabbed at him, this time cutting 
around his uncovered wrist and forearm. 
Shiloh responded by slamming the creature’s 
shell against the computer repeatedly until he 
heard it crack. Then he did it again, three 
more times, for good measure. Though the 
specimen continued to twitch, it was no longer 
fighting for its life. 

“Got ya, you little bastard.” 


Picking at the fleshy insides now 
revealed, Shiloh ate the creature hungrily. But 
there was so little! He was finished a minute 
later, having only left behind the broken shell 
and the specimen’s thick, crunchy legs. He 
picked up one of the limbs and used it like a 
toothpick. Then he tried gnawing on it with 
his cracked teeth. The pain was incredible. He 
howled and dropped the leg as he covered his 
bloody mouth. Everything inside his head 
hurt. It was as if biting the leg had sent a 
vibration so powerful through his skull that it 
made every inch of bone and muscle throb. 

With tears in his eyes, the officer rested 
back into his seat and awaited eventual death. 
He didn’t need the computer to tell him he 
was minutes away from finishing his stored 
oxygen; he could taste the difference in the 
air. He tried swallowing the blood in his 
mouth and nearly choked. It felt like his throat 
was beginning to swell. Shiloh shifted in his 
seat to spit, but his head spun. Without 
meaning to, he swung it sideways into a 
computer screen hard enough to draw blood. 

“Tt’s...happening...” 

He could barely catch his breath. This 
was it. This was the end. 


Shiloh was suffocating. 
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The capsule drifted into the salvage bay of the 
galactic supplier soundlessly until it dropped 
the moment the hangar doors shut and gravity 
was restored. A few minutes later, dock men 
Weston and Pearl entered the bay from their 
observation deck, curious to see what was 
inside their latest wreckage found drifting 
through space. 

“It’s without power,” Weston said on 
approach. 

Pearl nodded. In his hands was a tablet 
calculating the signals and signatures possibly 
active within the emergency capsule. Nothing 
could be found. Not at first. “Looks dead,” he 
said. 

Weston reached the capsule first. He 
found the hatch and slammed his fist against it 
several times, as hard as he could. Both men 
waited a moment, but nothing sounded from 
the inside. Weston removed a cylinder-shaped 
gadget from his back pocket and used it to cut 
the seal around the hatch. As he finished the 
outline, he told Pearl to step back a pace. 

“This isn’t my first time,” his co-worker 


replied without removing his eyes from the 
tablet. The screen flashed as soon as Weston 
began lifting open the hatch. “Wait!” 

Weston paused and looked over his 
shoulder. The hatch was open several inches. 
“What is it?” 

Pearl swiped his screen and punched in 
several commands. Then he said, “Shit.” 

“What’s shit? Spill it, man!” 

“Someone’s inside.” 

Weston eyed the slight opening. There 
was only darkness. He moved his ears closer 
and listened. He couldn’t hear anything. 

“You sure?” he asked. 

Pearl nodded. “There’s a heat signature 
inside. Smaller than you’d expect, though. 
Maybe a child?” 

“Wouldn’t that be something,” Weston 
said with a grunt. He left the door and 
approached a nearby table. He unlatched a 
defensive spike from the board and held it 
tightly by his side. It had been many months 
since he last used the weapon. 

Pearl watched his partner return to the 
door slowly. “Should I get the net?” 

“For a child? I shouldn’t even need this 
spike.” 


Weston lifted the hatch the rest of the 
way open and stood before it like a guard 
outside a prison cell. “Whoever’s in there, step 
on out. We don’t mean to hurt you, but I am 
armed should you attack me.” 

For a long minute, there was only silence. 
As soon as Weston turned to ask Pearl if his 
tablet was working properly, something 
shifted from within the darkness. 

“Come on out, now,” he repeated. 

Pearl said, “We should have brought a 
goddamn light. The kid’s playing hide and 
seek.” 

“Not much of a space to hide in,” Weston 
grunted, reaching his thick arm into the 
darkness, and feeling around. “You bite me, 
kid, and Pll hit you fuckin’ good.” 

He felt something, but it wasn’t a child. It 
was the head of an adult if he had to guess. 
Weston took a step into the capsule and found 
the scruff of a uniformed man. He pulled the 
guy to his feet and yanked him out of the 
capsule, growling all the while: “Move your 
legs, damn it!” 

Pearl cursed and stumbled back several 
feet. The man his partner had just tossed onto 
the floor of the salvage bay was...changed. 


“Fuckin’ hell, what happened to him?” 
Weston choked, throwing an arm over his nose 
to mask the smell. 

The man at their feet was swollen from 
head to toe. His suit was torn in several places, 
around the pits and waist. Pearl searched for 
the officer’s face, but it was facing the floor, 
hidden from view. “Jesus Christ,” he said, 
catching a whiff of the smell as well. 

Weston stepped around the spaceman and 
shoved his partner’s shoulder angrily. “Well? 
What is this shit? You said the heat signature 
was small!” 

Pearl shrugged and showed Weston the 
screen of his tablet. “It is. See!” 

Weston slapped away the tablet and 
nudged the spaceman with his boot. “Eh, you! 
Get the fuck up!” 

“T think he needs the doctor.” 

“Once we know who he is, Ill consider 
it.” 

The spaceman on the floor stood himself 
up slowly, with obvious difficulty. When the 
salvage men saw his face, they moved farther 
away. The spaceman had ruptured in several 
places. There was blood and pus leaking from 
his ears and nose, down to the floor. Thin, 


pointy limbs of black and brown were 
reaching out of his cheeks and forehead, 
twitchy and alive. And his eyes were dark red, 
their vessels having blown and overflowed 
from their sockets. 

“Holy shit.” Pearl turned away and 
vomited onto the floor. 

Weston scrunched his face in disgust but 
stood his ground. “Jesus, man, what happened 
to you?” he demanded. 

The spaceman opened his mouth to 
reveal a severed tongue and chipped teeth. 
White sludge ran from his lips and splashed to 
the floor. Again, Pearl vomited. The spaceman 
groaned, but the sound didn’t come from his 
throat. 

“Was that his stomach?” Pearl asked, 
wiping a sleeve across his dirtied mouth. 

Weston ignored him. “Are you contagious 
with something?” he asked the spaceman, 
gripping the spike tightly before him. If the 
bastard tried making any move toward them, 
Weston would strike. 

The spaceman responded by shivering 
violently, as if he were suffering from a high 
fever. His exposed skin began to pulse with a 
million different heartbeats. The flesh looked 


spongy and fit to burst. 

“He’s fucking sick,” Pearl said, smacking 
the side of his partner’s arm. “We need to get 
the doctor, Wes.” 

The limbs’ protruding from _ the 
spaceman’s face suddenly grew erect and 
produced little beads of silver. They dropped 
to the floor and made the sound of falling 
pebbles. Weston was tempted to pick one up 
for inspection but resisted the urge. Behind 
him, he could hear Pearl distancing himself 
from the spaceman and his capsule. 

“Something ain’t right,” Pearl was saying. 
“Tm getting the hell out of here.” 

Weston continued to ignore him. With his 
spike, he poked at the spaceman’s torso and 
growled, “This is your last chance, bub.” 

Within seconds, the floor was littered 
with silver beads. They continued to fall from 
the erect limbs in the man’s face, like a shower 
of hail. Weston took a step back and crushed 
several beneath his boots. They surrounded 
him now. He lifted his boot and took a 
hesitant look at the mess beneath him. The 
beads had splattered with organic material. 

I should have followed Pearl, he realized. 

The beads began to bounce themselves 


several inches from the floor, surrounding him 
excitedly. The spaceman continued to shiver 
in place. 

Weston thrust his spike into the 
spaceman’s ribs and shouted, “What is this? 
Tell me!” 

At the hilt, sludge and blood spilled out 
of the wound and onto Weston’s_ hand. 
Disgusted, he released the weapon and 
searched the spaceman’s face for pain. The 
eyes were lifeless. This man wasn’t sick—he 
was fucking dead. 

One by one, the beads began to pop 
around Weston’s feet. He looked down and 
saw hundreds of tiny hybrid creatures emerge 
from their eggs and tap tap tap their way 
around him. Though they had spider-like legs, 
their bodies were rounded with armor. Packed 
tightly together, they swarmed in a circle 
around Weston’s feet like ants. 

“PEARL!” 

Pearl was way ahead of his partner, but 
his plan no longer involved the doctor. From 
the observation deck, he’d witnessed the 
hatching and the spiraling predators. They 
were preparing to feast; he was sure of it. The 
spaceman was shaking violently now, with 


arms outstretched, and his head cocked 
backwards. Pearl switched off the gravity in 
the bay as his eyes burned with tears. He’d 
never killed a man before, let alone a friend. 
But whatever was inside that spaceman below 
could never be allowed inside their ship. 

In the salvage bay, Weston was lifted 
from the ground, but not before the swarm 
covered his body. His screams were quickly 
drowned by the volume of creatures entering 
his mouth and charging down his throat. The 
spaceman was drifting away from him now, 
convulsing and bulging. His suite continued to 
split, revealing more of the spongy flesh 
beneath its fabric. As the corpse bounced 
lightly off the floating capsule in the center of 
the bay, its skin began to tear. Seconds later, 
the entire body popped open like a water 
balloon. Thousands of the little hybrid 
creatures scattered through the air. 

“Fuck! No, no, no!” 

Pearl’s eyes were wide with horror. The 
small monsters were everywhere in the 
salvage bay now, searching desperately for 
purchase. If any of them were to reach 
ventilation... 

I can’t let that happen, he told himself. 


Quickly, he set the hanger doors to open. 

Everything that wasn’t strapped down, 
including Weston, was sucked outside of the 
ship within seconds. Pearl waited some time 
before closing the gate, just to be certain he’d 
gotten them all. Once gravity was restored, he 
ventured out of the observation deck and 
headed below. As he _ approached the 
automatic doors to the bay, his tablet began to 
beep. He held it out before him and saw that it 
was receiving a transmission from Command. 
He accepted the call as he stepped into the bay 
and looked around himself. 

Captain Ito appeared on the tablet’s 
screen. “What the hell is with all the activity 
down there? Do we have a problem?” 

Pearl stepped toward the center of the 
bay before pausing to face his tablet. “There 
was, but I’ve handled it.” 

Captain Ito studied him. “Are your eyes 
red?” 

Pearl looked away and sniffled. “Sorry, 
sir. We lost Weston a minute ago.” 

“What do you mean we lost him?” 

“The ship was compromised. We took in 
an emergency capsule drifting outside, and it 
contained a contaminated officer.” 


“Contaminated how?” 

“I don’t know, sir...he was full of some 
sort of spidery crabs I’ve never seen before.” 

Captain Ito didn’t speak for several long 
seconds. Pearl continued to walk along the 
bay as he waited, all the while scanning its 
walls and surfaces for any of the little 
bastards. 

“Is the threat neutralized?” 

“lm making sure,” Pearl explained. “I’ve 
sucked the bay dry and am now searching it 
from top to bottom.” 

“With what?” 

Pearl stopped and viewed the tablet. 
“What do you mean?” 

“You’re not armed? What if there are 
some still inside?” 

Pearl began to stutter. “I’m pretty sure 
they’re all gone, sir, but if I find one, Ill step 
on it.” 

The captain growled and slammed his fist 
against something. “God damn it, you fool. ’m 
sending some men to assist you.” Almost 
immediately, the tablet went dark. 
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From the command tower, Ito turned away 


from the computer and gave his command to 
Baxter and Starling. As they exited the room, 
Ito returned to his chair and took a seat. He 
was about to retrieve the unfinished sandwich 
he’d left balanced upon his armrest when 
something caught his eye. Slipping itself under 
the top layer of bread was a small creature 
with long, sharp legs and a bulbous, shell-like 
body. Then it was gone, snug as a bug within 
the captain’s sandwich. 

Ito clenched his jaw tightly and balled his 
fists together. 

“Fuckin’ hell, I was going to eat that.” 


SHOWDOWN 


The snow is thick around your knees. Despite 
the numerous layers you wear, you can still 
feel the cold crawling over your legs and 
injecting itself into your veins. 

The trees that surround you are heavy 
with powder, their limbs reaching toward the 
ground as they moan for relief. In this storm, 
they appear sad and defeated. Like you, nature 
is chilled to its core. 

“What now?” you wonder aloud. Your 
eyes scan the mountainside, but it all looks the 
same. You’ve completely lost your way. At 
least, you’re alone now. That beast must have 
lost its way, as well. Or just your scent—its 
nose looked fairly ruined after taking the 
blade of your shovel. You still have it with 
you, though its weight is becoming 
increasingly tiresome. 

Something loudly cracks from behind 


you. You don’t want to turn and look, but you 
do. Up the mountain, near its leveling, the 
beast is halfway up a tree, looking for you. 
Before you can dive for cover, your eyes meet. 

Game on. 

Run! You will yourself to move through 
the snow as quickly as possible, but it isn’t 
easy. The beast is taller than you by two feet 
or more—the snow is only as high as its lower 
calves. You, however, have to practically hop 
through the snow with your many layers of 
clothes and a shovel in your hand. You don’t 
stand a chance of outrunning this beast, not 
without injuring it once more. 

You stop and turn, preparing yourself for 
what needs to be done. The only way you’re 
going to escape is by fighting this beast and 
slaying it. So you plant your feet and hold the 
shovel in both hands. 

The beast is nearly upon you now. It 
stops twenty feet short and studies you for a 
moment. You spot its crushed nose, which is 
bloody with gore. Its snout and teeth are also 
red, though more likely due to its previous 
meal—your partner. When standing on its 
hind legs, the beast is nearly seven feet tall. Its 
muscles are defined beyond the coverage of its 


gray fur. Its tail whips from side to side, 
slowly, playfully. Its eyes are black voids that 
send shivers down your spine that exist 
outside of the cold. 

“Come on!” you scream, ready to swing 
your shovel. “What are you waiting for?” 

The beast grins, you swear it. Then comes 
the charge, dropping to all fours and 
launching itself through the air. You quickly 
change your grip on the shovel and hold it 
horizontally before you, at the height of your 
neck. The beast’s jaws shut around it and 
knock you backwards into the snow. With this 
momentum, you shove the shovel over your 
head, sending the beast behind you with the 
aid of your boots against its hips. 

Though the beast lands hard, the fall is 
nothing it can’t handle. As you scramble to 
your feet and snatch the shovel back to your 
chest, the beast returns to its feet and slams its 
fist downward through the air. The shovel 
snaps in half and falls to each side of you as 
you stumble backwards, returning to the 
snow. The beast then pounces onto you, its 
weight crushing your ribs and making it 
difficult to breathe. You try to scream and beg 
for your life, but the beast is concluding its 


hunt. Jaws latch onto your neck and tear it 
open. A river of blood flows down your chest 
as you choke and gasp for air. 

The beast looks down at you with a 
mouthful of your skin and viscera. It tips its 
head back slightly, swallows, and then puts its 
jaw over the top of your head, lifting it several 
inches above the snow. You can feel its teeth 
lining your temples. 

Then there’s pressure, which increases 
quickly and punctures your skull. Your ears 
bleed. Your eyes bleed. Your nose bleeds. Then 


Snap! 


STARVING 
AGAINST THE 
PULL 
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“T thought maybe things would get better.” 

Allison breathes into the phone but says 
nothing. 

Jack clenches his free fist, wishing she’d 
speak, tell him the truth. His wife hasn’t been 
around for weeks. He sees her for a moment in 
the morning and sometimes at night when she 
finally returns home. She must be cheating on 
him. What other explanation could there be? 

“Allison...yow’re telling me she spent the 
night?” 

Allison is a friend from childhood. Jack 
knew her years before his wife did. And yet, 


Allison seems to be covering for her, helping 
her hide her secrets from him. 

“Yes, Jack. She spent the night. We 
watched scary movies and ordered pizza.” 

“What movies?” 

A pause. Slight hesitation. 

“Scream. And the sequel. The first two 
movies. Then some American Horror Story.” 

Jack wants to yell at her, stop telling me 
lies! Stop covering for her! Instead, he bites his 
tongue for a long minute. “Is she...drinking 
more these days?” 

Again, it seems that Allison must give the 
question some consideration. “I don’t know. 
She’s come over drunk a couple times.” 

“Ts she seeing someone after work?” 

“Not that I’ve ever been told.” 

Jack wants to admit to his stakeout the 
other night. He wants to shove it in Allison’s 
face, let her know he watched her house all 
night and never once saw Callie. His wife was 
never there. Not unless she left her car 
someplace and Allison picked her up from 
work. Maybe that was possible. He decided to 
ask without revealing himself. 

“When did you two get together last 
night?” 


“She stopped by after work. So, I guess 
Six Or So.” 

Liar. 

“She’s not answering her phone. Hell, 
half the time it doesn’t even ring.” 

“Are you wotried something happened to 
her?” 

“She never came home this morning. She 
has yet to come home tonight. You tell me if I 
should be worried.” 

A heavy pause. He wonders if Allison is 
checking the time. It’s after seven. Callie 
should have been back an hour ago. 

“Tm sure it’s nothing. Maybe she went for 
a hike and there’s no reception.” 

Jack gives in. For now. “Yeah, maybe.” 

He wonders where she is. Who she’s with, 
what she’s doing. He feels sick to his stomach 
and skips dinner. Instead, he grabs a six- pack 
from the fridge and drops down onto the 
couch and flicks on the TV. He’ll wait up all 
night for Callie if he must—he’s been quiet 
about her disappearances for too long. 
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Callie stands outside the cabin for a long 
minute before finally opening the door and 


stepping inside. She’s come straight from 
work, alone and in heels. If she’s going to keep 
doing this, she needs to start packing a bag 
with sneakers and more comfortable clothing. 
How much time has already passed since her 
initial discovery? Two months? How is it she 
hasn’t gotten any smarter about this yet? Why 
does she constantly feel a heavy cloud pulling 
down her brain, keeping the nerves from firing 
proper messages? She hasn’t been herself since 
finding the cabin. She’s become slower. 

And hungrier. 

All of it is changing her, and not for the 
better. How can any of this be good? She is 
going to lose her husband, for one. Surely, he 
suspects her of cheating or something else. It 
seems that she’s rarely home these days. Or 
sleeping, for that matter. She just can’t fight 
the gravitational pull she has here in the 
woods, in this cabin. It is something 
unexplainable. But she knows the answers are 
near. 

She found a new door last night. But 
without a tool or weapon, she couldn’t get 
through it just yet. Not only was it resistant at 
the handle, but a padlock had been installed 
as well. 


Maybe the key is still somewhere in this 
cabin. 

Callie has told herself this numerous 
times since her last visit. She’s searched the 
cabin through and through without luck. She 
doesn’t even realize that night has receded. 
The windows all have boards over them; 
there’s no light coming through. And Callie 
hasn’t checked her phone since leaving work 
the day before. Doing so hasn’t even crossed 
her mind. It’s dead now in her purse, not that 
she knows it. 

What is this possession the cabin holds 
over her? Why does she feel like there’s 
something inside she still needs to see? 

Maybe some of it has to do with the 
magic here. How else could doors and rooms 
and halls just suddenly appear? From the 
outside, the cabin looks smaller than her 
house, no more than a thousand square feet. 
And yet, every time she returns, there is more 
to explore. Longer halls with more doors. It’s 
as if the place keeps expanding. 

Finally, Callie collapses onto a bed in one 
of the many rooms, far too exhausted to 
continue her search. This is the first time a 
door has been locked inside the house. 


Looking for its key has run her body and mind 
into the gutter. Maybe there isn’t a key to find 
at all. Maybe the door is just some sick joke. 

A minute later, she has fallen asleep and 
remains that way until the middle of the night. 


3 


Allison is nervous when she opens her door to 
see Jack standing outside. She knows this has 
something to do with Callie, but hates playing 
dumb with him. She knows for a fact that 
Callie hasn’t slept over, not once. She also 
knows that Callie has skipped work at least 
twice this week. Usually, they meet for lunch, 
but twice Allison has swung by her building to 
find Callie and her car missing. 

It all started to get weird several weeks 
ago. Jack had made comments about Callie 
keeping at work late, but that was all. Then, 
out of the blue, Callie dropped by one night 
and threatened Allison, demanding that she lie 
if Jack ever came looking for her. It was 
strange, because Callie was never the type to 
do such a thing. She was generally sweet and 
meek. But that day she came to Allison, well, 
she’d been acting differently. Aggressive, even. 
Her vernacular had changed, as if someone 


else was talking for her. The encounter was 
strange enough to. scare Allison into 
submission. 

When Jack storms into her house 
demanding answers, she explains all of this to 
him. She doesn’t want to lie to him anymore. 
She just wants Callie back as much as he does, 
but nobody seems to know where she’s gone. 

“Her boss didn’t hear from her at all 
today,” Jack says. “I stopped by to see if Callie 
was around, and Jeanette told me she was a 
no-show today.” 

Allison worries. “What if she’s injured 
somewhere?” 

Jack drops down onto the couch and 
groans. He is emotionally drained. “I suppose 
we could call the hospitals to check.” 

“No, I mean...what if she’s been hurt and 
is alone someplace? Like, she’s not been taken 
to a hospital?” 

Jack shutters a little as he takes a deep 
breath. “I don’t know. I was hoping you’d 
have answers for me. Instead, you’ve raised 
more questions.” He laughs a little at this, 
wanting to cry. 

“Have you tracked her phone?” 

“No. Nor do I know how.” 


“What about her car?” 

Jack laughs again. “I’ve considered these 
things but haven’t done either of them.” 

Allison takes a seat in a chair opposite 
the couch. “Should we be calling the police?” 

Jack thinks about the last time he saw 
Callie. It had been at least thirty-three hours 
ago. “I guess it’s been long enough since I 
heard from her. The police want a person 
missing for a day before they start looking, 
right?” 

“T think so, but ’m not positive.” 

“Fuck. Do you think the police are 
necessary?” 

“You tell me. I only spoke to her one time 
about this.” 

“Yeah, about that...you said she 
threatened you?” 

Allison nods. “Weird, right?” 

“Well, yeah. In what way did she do it?” 

Allison sighs and imitates his wife. “You 
tell him I stayed over. Got it? I stayed here. We 
drank too much or something. I don’t care what 
reason you come up with. But if you don’t help 
me with this, I will fucking destroy your life.” 

“Come on,” Jack says, rolling his head 
back against the couch. “There’s no way she 


said it like that.” 

“She may have cursed more, but that was 
the gist of it.” 

“She honestly said she’d destroy your life 
if you told me the truth?” 

Allison nods, crossing her arms over her 
chest and watching him. 

Jack looks away from her. He’s confused 
and hurt and angry. “What do we do?” he 
finally asks. 

“T don’t know. Unless you have some idea 
where she could have gone, I think you either 
call the police or just wait for her to show up 
next.” 

Jack stands and begins to circle the room 
nervously. “I think...Pll give her until 
tomorrow. If I don’t see her and she skips 
work again, then I will get the cops involved.” 

“Tl let you know if I hear from her,” 
Allison says, standing as well. “Now go home 
and wait for her. And keep me_ updated, 
okay?” 
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When Callie wakes, it’s nearly two in the 
morning. However, without a watch or clock 
hanging on the wall, Callie thinks it must be 


morning—that it’s time for her to go home 
and confront whatever questions her husband 
may have about her absence. It’s not until she 
exits the cabin that she sees how dark it is 
outside. Startled, she finally goes to her purse 
to find her phone, only to discover its battery 
is dead. 

“Shit!” 

It can’t still be night, can it? She wonders. 
How long have I been here? 

Realizing a whole day has passed, she 
panics. What if her boss is going to fire her for 
not coming in? What if the police were called 
to look for her? What if Jack thinks she’s dead 
or has left him? 

Callie looks around the cabin in 
bewilderment. At a glance, the place appears 
normal. How could it have such a hold on 
her? Aside from the boarded windows, the 
interior is clean and decorated. In fact, the 
place reminds her of a model home for sale. 
There aren’t any pictures of the family, 
because no one lives here anymore. And yet, 
someone must be coming around to keep the 
place from going into disrepair. There’s no 
way an abandoned cabin can look this good 
inside. 


It grows, she reminds herself. Maybe it 
even cleans itself. 

But why is the exterior so poor? It’s dirty 
and damaged. The roof needs to be replaced; 
its shingles are peeling upward. Out here, 
deep in the woods, there’s no lawn to speak of 
—just a small stretch of fallen leaves and 
sticks before the trees pop up every few steps. 
From the outside, the cabin looks deserted and 
forgotten. 

So, why keep the inside so nice? 

It’s some sort of fuckin’ funhouse, she 
thinks with a shudder. At least, for the 
moment, she is lucid. It feels like weeks have 
passed without her in the right mind. Now 
that she’s had some proper rest, she’s seeing 
the place with fresh eyes again. Fuck the locked 
door. It doesn’t matter, she tells herself. The 
strange pull this place has on her is 
frightening. 

Callie can’t figure out any of it but 
returns to the idea of magic. It’s as if someone 
or something has lassoed her around the waist 
and pulled her back to the cabin every day 
since she first found it. Like it doesn’t want to 
be forgotten again. And just how had she 
located the cabin in the first place? She’d 


heard whispers, hadn’t she? Whispers telling 
her where to go, where to find it. Only, she 
didn’t know it was a cabin she was seeking 
until she arrived. 

Magic. 

Outside, by her car, Callie studies the 
home a minute longer—waiting for what 
exactlyPp—before finally leaning into the 
vehicle and plugging her phone into its 
charger. It’s going to be a while before she can 
use it, but she can’t just wait around. She 
needs to head home before she causes any 
more trouble. After one last look at the house, 
she gets into the car and tries the ignition. 
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Jack isn’t sure if he believes Allison’s story. He 
can’t imagine his wife coming onto her so 
aggressively; it just wasn’t in her nature. Callie 
was cool, maybe even timid. She had a wicked 
sense of curiosity, but that was her only 
wickedness he’d ever seen. 

Upon returning home, he gets into the 
shower and embraces its heat. Deep in his 
bones, he knows something is wrong. Callie 
isn’t cheating on him, though he wants to 
believe it’s that simple. The alternative scares 


him to death. 
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Callie’s done trying to start her car. It’s been 
twenty minutes now of futility. The engine 
won’t turn over for nothing. Perhaps the 
battery has died, much like her phone. And 
with the suffocating darkness that surrounds 
Callie and her car, she’s beginning to feel 
more than a little uneasy about her situation. 

“Goddamn it all,” she curses, throwing 
open the car door and storming back inside 
the cabin. With the door shut and locked 
behind her, she relaxes a little. It’s as if 
something has washed over her, a calm she 
can’t explain. Upon realizing this, Callie 
wonders if there’s a gas leak nearby. Why else 
would she feel so radically different upon 
entering the cabin? 

I'll just have to wait for morning, she tells 
herself, taking a seat in a rocking chair in the 
parlor. There’s no way I’m walking back to the 
road in the dead of night. 

And what a walk that would be. The road 
is at least a mile from the cabin, if not further. 
If there was pavement to follow, it would not 
be so bad; but that’s not the case. The path to 


this place is nothing but dirt and pebbles. If 
she tried following it in the black, she might 
go off into the woods by accident and get lost. 
What good would that do her? 

Despite everything, Callie feels at ease 
now that she’s back inside the cabin and 
rocking herself to sleep. She’s almost forgotten 
how damn hungry she is when her eyes finally 
close for the night. 

A thunderous sound startles her awake 
some hours later. Callie jumps up from the 
rocking chair and quickly realizes that the 
cabin is shaking with hard _ vibrations 
originating from the opposite end. She 
stumbles toward the main hall and finds it 
extending ten feet at a time. When everything 
has stopped shaking, she can hardly see the 
door at the very end, the one with the locks. 
The hall must be two hundred feet deep now, 
with rooms every four yards or so. 

And, of course, I want to see inside them... 

The urge is strong, and she hates herself 
for it. When will this strange dream end? 

At least, we haven’t crossed into nightmare 
territory yet, she thinks. Then she’s reminded of 
the dead car and phone outside. Maybe a 
nightmare isn’t so far off, actually. 


How long will I be stuck here? 

The question hits her hard in the gut. 
She’s suddenly full of anxiety. 

She repeats the question aloud. 

“How long will I be stuck here?” 
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Now that Allison isn’t lying anymore, she and 
Jack are working together. While he returns to 
his neglected office to catch up on projects, 
she drives over to Callie’s job and asks for her. 
Still, no one has seen or heard from Callie. 
Allison calls Jack upon stepping outside and 
suggests they call the cops. Enough time has 
passed. Maybe too much. 
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This room is just like all the rest. There’s a 
bed, a nightstand, and a dresser, all of which 
are empty. 

Callie pounds on the wall and screams. 
Then she turns on the nightstand and tosses it 
across the room. Why was she here? What was 
she looking for? 

You're mine now. 

The voice in her head has returned. She 
scratches at her scalp, drawing blood. She 


wants it out. She wants it to stop taunting her. 

You haven’t seen everything yet, it reminds 
her. 

Callie storms back into the hall and turns 
toward the only locked door. Then she charges 
it at full speed, throwing her entire body 
against it. The door doesn’t budge. She drops 
hard to the floor and begins to cry, exhausted 
and sore. As she stands, she hears a shuffling 
of metal pieces. She looks back at the door to 
see new locks have appeared, including chains 
that form an X over the frame. 

“NO! NO, YOU FUCKER! NO!” 

Callie bangs on the door frantically, 
yanking at the handle and ramming her 
shoulder against it every few seconds. The 
outburst doesn’t last long, though. A minute 
later, she is curled up in a ball on the floor, 
sobbing and ripping out her hair in handfuls. 

Go downstairs. 

“Downstairs?” 

Callie gets a hold of herself and stands. 
She runs an arm over her nose and sniffles. 

“How?” she asks. 

The voice doesn’t answer. 

Callie ventures back into the living room 
and looks around. It takes her a minute to 


realize what has changed; there’s a new area 
rug in the center of the room. She approaches 
it cautiously, as if expecting the fabric to 
attack her. Then she lifts the covering by the 
corner and slides it to the side several feet. 
Underneath is a cellar door, weathered and 
darker than the rest of the floor. She’s 
immediately terrified of it. 

Join me downstairs. 

“No.” 

Silence. 

Callie hurries toward the front door and 
throws it open, determined to leave one way 
or another. But she only makes it six steps 
outside before she feels drawn back to the 
cabin once more. It drains her somehow, 
leaving her weak mentally and physically. She 
stumbles back inside with wet, irritated eyes, 
and falls to her knees. Her body is screaming 
for nourishment, but there’s no food here. 
Besides, it’s not food she wants. It’s the house. 
She wants to be here and nowhere else. 

“What about Jack?” she asks herself. 

All you need is here, the voice tells her. 

“But that’s not true!” 

The cellar door flings open loudly. 
Startled, Callie scoots her back against the 


wall and holds her breath. From _ the 
swallowing darkness, an unfamiliar creature 
climbs spastically out into the light of the 
living room. It looks a bit like a blackened 
crustacean, but it’s much too large, at least the 
size of a dog. The creature scuttles over to 
Callie and throws its two front legs into the 
wall at each side of her head, pinning her in 
place. As she begins to scream, its pincers snip 
in front of her face, threatening to cut her 
piece by piece. 

Easy, my pet. We aren’t eating this one. 

Callie looks beyond the creature, though 
it isn’t easy. Its breath is hot and rancid, its 
eyes black and piercing. Its size is both 
intimidating and terrifying. 

Something large and round begins to rise 
from the cellar hatch. It’s purple, smooth, and 
pulsing. At first, Callie mistakes it for a 
balloon. Then it swivels in the air, and she is 
presented with a face that has been stretched 
out several feet. The eyes are bulbous and 
crazed, yet joyful. The mouth reaches from 
side to side and is large enough to swallow a 
watermelon whole. 

As the floating thing smiles in Callie’s 
direction, its yellow teeth remind her of the 


discolored picket fence she had bordering her 
backyard when she was a child. She then 
realizes a body accompanies the balloon-like 
being but is tiny and malnourished and as 
small as a doll. Compared to its head, the 
frame seems like an afterthought. 

“What are you?” 

The enormous crustacean responds by 
pressing an open pincher against her neck and 
holding it there, ready to slit her throat. 

Relax, Manny. Let her up. 

The creature unhappily removes its front 
legs from the wall and scuttles away from 
Callie. Shakily, she remains at a distance, 
scared to move any closer to the purple being 
floating before her. As badly as she wants to 
repeat her question, she bites her tongue. 

How do you feel? 

“Hungry. Like there’s a...void sucking me 
dry from the inside out.” 

Excellent. 

“Excuse me? How the fuck is _ that 
excellent?” 

I’ve chosen you to join me here. It’s been so 
long since I’ve had a companion. That emptiness 
you feel that you cannot satisfy, is your soul 
crossing into my realm. 


Callie looks between the purple head and 
its pet, then back again. Every time it speaks, 
the smile remains, its lips frozen in place. 
“What realm? Why me?” she asks. 

I call humans to this place every year to 
feed. We can survive on little, but it’s a quiet life 
being trapped here. Your human fears and 
neurosis are delicious for the likes of us. And 
soon you, as well. Together, we will continue to 
lure potential victims to this cabin so that we may 
survive another year. Until the Power returns to 
release us and take us home. 

Callie’s head is reeling with questions. 
“Youre trapped here?” 

You are now, as well. 

“What the hell is this place?” 

On the surface, it’s just a cabin. But our 
realm powers it, changes it to our will. But I am 
linked to this place for as long as the Power sees 
fit. Iam being punished. 

“What is keeping me from leaving? I 
realize you have that...thing to chase me, but I 
can fight.” 

The voice in her head laughs. You are 
precious. The reason you’ve stayed this long is 
because you are too weak against my charms. 
And now the void has you. There is no leaving. In 


fact, follow me. Perhaps I can make this all a 
little clearer. 

The purple head swivels and floats into 
the hall. Its pet crustacean scurries to Callie’s 
side and nips at her leg to get her moving. She 
considers fleeing, but the creature is much too 
close; it would surely snap her leg like a twig 
should she try turning. So, she follows the 
purple head down the hall, which has shrunk 
once more. At its end is the locked door that 
has possessed her. 

Open. tt. 

“How can I? I’ve already tried.” 

It’s time now. 

The chains drop from the door and the 
locks turn on their own. For Callie to pass the 
enormous floating head, the hall widens. She 
steps around the being, hesitantly reaches for 
the handle, and pushes open the door. The 
room is small and dark. She tries flicking the 
light switch, but nothing happens. On the 
floor, spread across a circular rug, is a body. 
She moves toward it as the head follows 
closely behind. 

“Who is this?” she asks. 

Have a look. 

Callie takes a knee, swallows hard, and 


turns over the corpse. When she sees the face 
is her own, she tries to run, but cannot. A 
force locks her in place and holds open her 
eyes. The corpse opens its own eyes and stares 
back at her. They are grotesquely bright and 
colorful and circling the drain. Hypnotizing 
her. Without meaning to, Callie is leaning 
forward within inches of her corpse, getting 
lost within its eyes. 

“What’s happening?” she cries. 

Accept your new realm, child. You are mine 
now. 

The voice laughs as Callie feels her body 
splinter into a billion sharp slivers. 
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Jack stands at the pulpit of the church his wife 
attended as a child. The pews before him are 
packed with people that knew Callie, but don’t 
know him. Only a few of the faces are 
familiar. They are waiting for him to speak. 

There are so many eyes, he thinks. 

“My wife...” 

He has cards prepared, but he seems to 
forget them. He is remembering the cabin, 
where they found Callie dead in a back room. 
No one can tell him what she was doing there, 


how she allowed herself to starve to death. 
She’d always had the ability to leave the 
house, they say, so why didn’t she? The police 
are as baffled as Jack. Though they suspect 
foul play, there’s no evidence. 

“My wife was a curious person.” 

Yes, she was, he thinks, licking his lips 
and staring at the pulpit. Is that what killed 
her? Curiosity? 

“Callie was the type to seek out new 
things and study them. I suppose, over the 
years, I held that part of her back.” 

Jack begins to break down, unable to 
contain his guilt any longer. 

Weeks have passed, but he still visits the 
cabin. He can’t explain why, not anymore. 
He’s no longer searching for an overlooked 
clue to explain his wife’s sudden passing. 
There’s something else that calls him back to 
that place, day after day. He’s lost weight, 
gotten weaker. At home, he eats constantly, 
but none of it makes a difference. 

He stays hungry and continues his trips 
into the woods. 

Last night, he saw every door in the hall 
fly open on its own. He tells himself it was a 
trick of the light, or that he was simply 


overtired and dreaming. 

But now there’s a voice in his head, 
telling him the cabin can give him all the 
answers he desires. 


BEACH SNAKES 


1 


“So...this seems to be doing the trick.” 

Jane lowers her book and turns to look at 
her husband stretched out in the lounge chair 
beside her. “Come again?” 

“This trip. Being out on the beach and 
staring at the water as the sun drains the 
moisture from our skin,” Alan explains, 
sarcastic as ever. “It’s totally saving our 
marriage, just like you said it would.” 

Jane returns to her book and lets out a 
slow breath. “You’re such an ass.” 

“No. No, hear me out. You get to read 
and relax and eye the beach boys throwing 
frisbees and flexing their muscles on the surf, 
while I sit here and burn and die of the 
boredom with sand up my asshole. It’s great! I 
can feel my love for you grow with every 
passing second.” 


Jane bites her tongue and turns the page. 

“Honey? I’m trying to express my love to 
you here.” 

She looks at him once more and says, “I 
hope the sand is hot.” 

Alan makes a face. “Huh?” 

“The sand. In your asshole. I hope it’s 
hot.” 

Before Alan can formulate a response, his 
wife stands and gathers her things. As she 
walks back toward the hotel, he asks where 
she’s going. 

“Might order a massage. You just hang 
back and get some more sun. You’re as pale as 
the ghost I wish you were.” With a flick of her 
wrist, she waves goodbye and disappears into 
the brush. 

Alan grumbles and looks around the 
beach. Down the sand a few hundred feet is a 
young woman tanning on a towel and wearing 
earphones. Alan stands and begins to move 
toward her, making sure to straighten his 
spine and puff out his chest along the way. 
The girl is lying topless on her stomach, her 
swimsuit bottom flossing her butt cheeks. Alan 
takes a good look at her ass on approach and 
then crosses his arms over his chest as he 


pauses beside her towel. 

“How’s your morning coming along?” he 
asks. 

The girl looks up and rolls her eyes. 
“What do you want?” 

“Why the attitude? I’m just being 
friendly.” 

“My mother always warned me of beach 
snakes.” 

Alan cocks his eye to the side in 
confusion. The girl points to the crotch of his 
swimming trunks, which is bulging outward. 
Alan curses and tries to press his erection 
down along his thigh. 

“It’s a compliment,” he tells her with a 
grin. “I mean, look at you.” 

The girl closes her eyes and turns up her 
music. “Go away before I scream, pervert.” 

Alan grumbles, gives her the finger, and 
stomps away through the sand like a scorned 
child. Suddenly, returning to the hotel doesn’t 
sound like such a bad idea. He turns in its 
direction and abandons his towel back at the 
chair. 

The girl watches him leave before 
retrieving her phone from the small bag 
resting beside her. She then opens the 


Messenger app and selects HORACE. She 
types, got one, hits send, and returns to her 
tan. 
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Jane knows the marriage is over and has been 
for nearly a year now. Alan isn’t yet aware she 
saw him and their neighbor, Elaine, touching 
each other in her apartment doorway. The two 
of them were clearly hooking up or had at 
least one time. Since then, Jane has come 
across proof of her husband’s infidelity 
numerous times with other women. After 
several months of this deceit, Jane decided to 
level the playing field. She started going out 
after work, away from town. She ended up 
meeting someone unexpected—a woman 
named Hannah. They became quick friends, 
partners in crime. Then, one night...something 
changed. 

“Finally,” Hannah says with a grand 
smile as Jane crosses into the lobby. She 
stands from the couch and hurries over to her 
secret lover. The women embrace, but only 
briefly. 

“Not here in the lobby,” Jane reminds 
her, putting some space between them. “An 


? 


employee may say something to Alan.” 

“So, what’s the plan?” 

“Your room.” 

Hannah flashes her keycard. “I was 
thinking of sending a couple’s massage our 
way.” 

Jane does her best not to kiss Hannah 
right then and there. “It’s like you can read my 
mind.” 
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Alan finds their room empty when he returns 
to the hotel, not that he’s _ surprised. 
Overheated and parched, he decides to guzzle 
a bottle of water prior to dropping into bed. A 
nap is in order; besides, how else will he pass 
the time? Though it is tempting to call a 
masseuse—perhaps a sexy, young Native— 
Alan doesn’t want to suffer the cost. His wife 
is already racking up charges on his credit 
card as it is. 

It quickly becomes apparent that Shark 
Week has begun as Alan turns on the TV and 
skips through the channels. He tosses the 
remote aside, stretches out across the bed, and 
lets carnage take him away. Before long, he’s 
asleep with a hand down the front of his 


trunks. 
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An hour later, his wife creeps in to gather a 
change of clothes. She feels great from the 
massage and the quick bout of sex that 
followed. As she steps lightly around the bed, 
she eyes her piggish husband and considers 
suffocating him with a pillow. When she sees 
that Shark Week is playing on the TV, her 
fantasy turns to Alan in the ocean instead, 
surrounded by circling fins. If only dreams 
could come true. 

Once she has her bag switched out with 
clothes for dinner (as well as a_ back-up 
swimsuit and towel, just in case), she sneaks 
back out of the room without her husband 
ever the wiser. She then meets Hannah in the 
lobby and heads off with her to lunch. 

“Did Alan see you?” 

Jane shakes her head as they turn down 
the street full of merchants and restaurants. 
“He was asleep in front of the TV, still in his 
sandy trunks. The bed needs to be cleaned 
now, I’m sure. I guess he struck out if he’s 
already back in the hotel room.” She giggles 
and squeezes Hannah’s hand. 


“Well, not everyone can get lucky on this 
trip. Hey, you know what we should do?” 

“What’s that?” 

Hannah takes out her phone and 
maximizes a browser tab she’s favorited. 
“When you told me about this beach, I did 
some research on the area.” 

“Oh, yeah? Find out anything interesting? 
Where’s the best place to eat?” 

“That would be Beach Snakes, which is 
funny, because that’s exactly what I wanted to 
show you on here.” She passes over the phone. 

Jane sees a blog of some sort, something 
amateur. She sees photos of the island and 
accompanying text. Before she’s actually read 
anything, she asks, “The restaurant is what 
you wanted to show me?” She doesn’t see the 
restaurant in any of the pictures—mostly, 
there’s just the beach and some signs in a 
foreign language. 

“No, but the place is named after the, uh, 
urban legend, I guess you’d call it.” 

“The what now?” 

“Beach snakes. The people here worship 
them or something. Kind of cool.” 

Jane is skipping around the text. The 
blogger mostly talks about their trip and the 


odd conversations she had with people. Then 
she brings up a guy who was very predatory 
that later vanished. His friends grilled her the 
next day and reported her to the police. After 
they heard her story, they told her not to 
worry and to return home. 

“Huh. This is weird, but I feel like I’m 
missing something,” Jane says as she hands 
Hannah the phone. 

Hannah pockets the device and shrugs. 
“That’s just one of the stories I found. But 
basically, people disappear here all the time, 
but nobody worries about it. Not the people 
that live here, I mean.” 

“Okay...” 

“Do you want to eat there?” 

“Where?” 

“Beach Snakes. I was thinking it might 
have some stuff on the Native folklore. I 
suppose that’s as good a word for it as any.” 

Jane shrugs. “Sure, I guess. Though, I 
don’t know if I want to eat a snake.” 

“T don’t think they even serve that.” 

“Then their name continues to baffle me.” 

Hannah giggles and pulls Jane close as 
they walk toward the restaurant at the end of 
the street. Some of the merchants along the 


side eye them, but then smile when they see 
that the girls are happy together. Jane notices 
but says nothing. As long as no one goes 
running to tell her husband, she doesn’t care. 
That fight can wait until her divorce lawyer 
says it’s go-time. She’s expecting the green 
light when she calls him after the trip. 
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Alan wakes in the midafternoon, hungry and 
dying for a drink. His wife is nowhere to be 
seen and there are no missed messages on his 
phone. He wonders where she is and grumbles 
in annoyance. 

Upon stripping out of his trunks, he steps 
into the shower and rinses off with cold water. 
Invigorated, he dries off, gets dressed, and 
decides to visit the bar. Maybe he can find a 
fun group to join, one with fresh tail to hunt. 
He’s backed up sexually, having not done a 
thing in weeks. Not since Elaine moved. She 
was easy, agoraphobic. But now Alan needs to 
find someone else, and most people don’t 
confine themselves to a single building. 

The bar downstairs is hardly private, so 
he decides to ask the employee behind the 
counter for recommendations. The man has 


broad shoulders and is naturally handsome. 
Alan reads his nametag and says, “Afternoon, 
Horace. I need some help.” 

“Sure. What can I get you?” 

“Nothing here. But ’'m looking for a place 
that is more low-key, but still packed with 
women.” 

Horace grins, but it doesn’t seem friendly. 
“T know just the place. Down the beach, left 
out of the resort, is a tiki bar. Maybe a mile or 
less from here. You'll love it.” 

“Thank you, Horace,” Alan says, patting 
the counter rhythmically and turning. “Don’t 
wait up!” 

The employee watches him go and takes 
out his phone. 

Outside, Alan leaves the shade of the 
entrance awning and returns to the blazing 
sun. Despite the heat, he feels good and rested. 
He still wonders where his wife has run off to, 
but her things are still in the room—clearly, 
she hasn’t left the island. Somewhere, she is 
simply avoiding him. 

Alan crosses onto the beach and turns 
left. 


Beach Snakes has a large variety of meat and 
veggie plates. The specials come with strange 
names and are listed on various chalkboards 
hung around the restaurant. One is called the 
Small Kevin platter, and it is served as either a 
“limb,” “soup,” or “salad.” Jane finds this odd, 
but also tempting; her curiosity gets the best 
of her, so she orders the Small Kevin as a 
salad. Hannah goes for something called Benji 
Bottom. 

When their food comes out twenty 
minutes later, they realize how loudly their 
stomachs are growling. Jane hasn’t eaten since 
before the beach that morning and is suffering 
a bit of hypoglycemia. She immediately gets a 
forkful of her salad—complete with strips of 
some sort of meat—and shoves it into her 
mouth. 

“Damn, girl, relax,” Hannah says, 
laughing a little. “The food’s not going 
anywhere.” 

“Yeah, but I may pass out, otherwise,” 
Jane tells her, chewing the salad and smiling. 
“Damn. This is interesting.” 

“Yeah?” Hannah looks down at her plate. 
She has a slab of meat, surrounded by 
creamed corn, diced carrots, and mashed 


potatoes. “I wonder if this is beef or something 
more unique, like goat.” She cuts out a piece 
of meat, dips it into her mashed potatoes, and 
takes a bite. After a few seconds of chewing, 
she nods. “Hey, this is pretty good.” 

Later, when the waitress is refilling their 
drinks, Jane asks, “Could you tell me what 
kind of meat you serve here?” 

“All kinds,” the woman says with a thick 
accent. “All over world. We cook and season.” 

“Is any of this...snake?” 

The woman nods. “Some, yes.” 

“What about the name?” Hannah asks, 
jumping in excitedly. “Is that why this place is 
called Beach Snakes?” Despite her hopes, the 
restaurant is not adorned with any artifacts or 
writing regarding their folklore. 

The waitress responds by tapping the side 
of her nose. “This how you do it? For secret, 
yes? Local legend. Some snake, yes, but not so 
much in our Specials. You two have nothing to 
worry about here. Just enjoy trip. Eat well.” 
With that, the woman leaves their table. 

Hannah looks at Jane and shrugs, “Um, 
okay.” 

“T guess you'll have to ask someone else,” 
Jane says, eying the last of her salad. “God, I 


hope none of this was snake.” She makes a 
face and shivers. 
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Alan feels as if he’s dying from thirst by the 
time he’s reached the Tiki bar. Horace was 
wrong about the distance—this watering hole 
is more than a mile away from the hotel. Alan 
is sure of it. 

Around the bar, a crowd of young women 
and men are talking and drinking as music 
plays faintly from speakers surrounding the 
hut. Alan takes in a couple of the girls on his 
way to the bartender and orders a drink. The 
bartender is a beautiful woman with caramel 
skin and large eyes. Alan watches her closely 
as she prepares his drink, all the while 
thinking, If only bartenders didn’t get hit on a 
hundred times a night. There was practically no 
chance of ever taking one home. This girl—her 
name tag read SILVIA—was just his type. 

As Alan elbows his way back through the 
crowd for a place on the beach with shade 
from the palm trees, he spots the girl he met 
earlier in the day. When she catches his eye, 
she shakes her head with a piercing glare. He 
grins and shrugs, taking a drink from his tall, 


slender glass. She can play hard to get all she 
wants, he thinks. But look at those eyes. She 
wants me. And I'll get her eventually. 

After a half hour of circling the hut, 
drinking, and talking to girls, Alan works his 
way back to the one he knows. He’s been 
catching looks from her the entire time, seeing 
her tongue work her lips more than once. He 
knows the game is on and decides to move 
onto round two. When she _ sees him 
approaching, the girl sighs loudly. Alan 
doesn’t care, though; he knows she’s just 
putting him on. “You can act annoyed all 
night long,” he tells her, “but I know there’s 
something here. I can see it in the way you 
glare at me.” 

“Since when does a glare mean, come talk 
to me?” 

“T’ve seen you lick your lips.” 

“Maybe I’m thirsty from the heat,” she 
says. “Or maybe I’m just imagining how you 
taste.” She takes a step back from him, closer 
to the trees, and lights a cigarette. 

“Mind if I get some of that?” he asks, 
watching her. 

She shakes her head. “I don’t want your 
diseases.” 


Alan snorts and slides a hand into his 
pocket. “I have nothing like that to give. Just a 
good time.” 

“Tm sure you think so.” 

“T know so.” 

“American?” 

“Yes.” 

“Rich?” 

“T wouldn’t say that. But we do okay.” 

“We?” 

Shit, he thinks. “Old habit,” he says. “I 
used to be married. We’re separated now.” 

“That woman from this morning wasn’t 
your wife?” 

Shit, he thinks again. “No, just a friend. I 
came here with several.” 

“And where are they all now?” 

He shrugs. “Around. Doing their own 
thing. I’m not their keeper.” 

The girl licks her lips again and pulls 
another drag from her cigarette. 

“Tm Alan, by the way,” he tells her. 

“Good to know.” 

“What’s your name?” 

“You don’t need it. I’m not on the menu.” 

“That’s because you’re the Special.” 

She laughs and flicks away some ash. “I 


think that would be you. Tomorrow.” 

“Tomorrow? Why not tonight?” 

The girl looks toward the hut and meets 
the gaze of the bartender. Alan swears the 
bartender behind the counter nods, but it’s 
difficult to see her through the crowd of 
people. 

“Okay,” the girl tells him. “You think you 
have what it takes?” 

Alan finishes his drink and_ nods. 
“Absolutely.” 

The girl looks farther down the beach. 
“Follow me. I know a secluded spot.” 
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After leaving the restaurant, Hannah notes the 
setting sun and asks, “Do you have to go back 
now?” 

Jane considers it for a moment. Alan and 
she haven’t really done anything together, 
beyond lying out on the beach. Would he be 
expecting her for dinner? Probably. Would he 
care if she ever showed, though? Probably not. 
Hell, she wouldn’t be surprised if he’d already 
left the hotel in favor of a bar someplace on 
the island. 

“I think we still have some time,” she 


says. “What did you think of the food?” 

“So good. You?” 

“Likewise. I feel a bit energetic, honestly. 
Like...was that meat an aphrodisiac or 
something?” 

“The spices they used might have been. 
Why? What do you have in mind?” 

Jane places a hand on Hannah’s lower 
back as they walk and says, “Show me your 
room.” 

“Fuck the room.” Hannah grabs Jane’s 
hand and pulls her away from the merchants 
and toward the water. 


99 
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Beyond an acre of tall weeds, the girl reveals 
to Alan a strip of private beach, quiet and 
empty. She then steps to the side, as if to 
allow him a full view. Alan nods as he steps 
into the open sand and walks toward the 
center of the space. “This should do just fine,” 
he says. “But I didn’t bring along a towel. Do 
you need one?” 

The girl walks along the edge of the trees 
and says, “Look at you, pretending to be a 
gentleman.” 

“T could just lay you out on our clothes. 


God knows we don’t need them.” 

The girl snaps her fingers. “And just like 
that, you’re a pig again. You know what else 
you have in common with a pig?” 

Alan eyes her. Something isn’t right here. 
There were warnings of vacationers getting 
jumped if they ventured too far from the hotel. 
Was he being set up for a mugging? Was there 
an asshole in the trees just waiting for her 
mark? 

“What is this?” he asks, clenching his 
fists. 

“Pig tastes good,” she tells him, pausing 
and crossing her arms over her chest. 
“Everyone loves pork. And just like a pig, I bet 
you taste good, too.” 

Alan grins. Maybe everything is alright, 
after all. “Well, stop playing shy and come get 
yourself a taste.” He begins toward her, his 
hands moving to his shorts to work the top 
button and zipper, when the sand between 
them rises in a long stretch. Alan stops to 
follow its path with his eyes as the sand is 
raised in a circle around him. 

“What the hell is going on?” 

The girl smiles, clearly excited. “You 
must always look out for beach snakes.” 


“Huh?” 

The sand over his left shoulder suddenly 
bursts upward as something launches itself out 
of the beach. He turns to see a _ snake, 
impossibly large, staring down at him. It’s as 
thick as a tree, and certainly wide enough to 
swallow a man whole. Its head is at least four 
feet higher than his, with the rest of its body 
still under the sand. Alan takes a quick look 
around himself and realizes the circle is still 
shifting from its tail, making the snake at least 
fifty feet long. 

“Jesus Christ, what the f—” 

The monstrous reptile opens its enormous 
mouth and strikes. 

Vivian stands by the trees and watches 
the snake lift the horrible man into the air and 
—inch by inch—swallows him whole. As she 
enjoys the show, Vivian removes her phone 
from her back pocket and calls Silvia at the 
Tiki bar. Her friend answers after several rings 
and asks if it’s done. “Bring Horace and a few 
others,” Vivian tells her, admiring the size of 
the snake. “This is a big one. Quick, too. We’ll 
need the extra muscle to carry it home to the 
kitchen.” 
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Jane is breathless and drenched in sweat. Even 
with the sunset nearly over, the heat remains 
thick on the beach. Hannah kisses from Jane’s 
stomach to her lips. “Was that satisfactory?” 
she asks playfully. 

“You’re wicked,” Jane tells her. 

“T suppose I should take you back to your 
room.” She pouts, wishing it were only them 
in this world. 

Jane pulls up her underwear and snatches 
her shorts from the sand. “Unfortunately. But 
don’t worry—we won’t have to sneak around 
for much longer.” 

“I hope not. These rendezvous are such 
teases.” 

Jane stands, steps into her shorts, and 
gives Hannah a hand. As they begin up the 
beach and back toward the path, she says, “If 
we’re lucky, Alan met someone tonight. If he’s 
not in the room, maybe I can go back with you 
instead.” 

“T would love a sleepover.” 

Jane rests her head on Hannah’s shoulder 
as they walk. “I think I want that more than 
anything right now.” 

As the ladies reach the hotel and head 
inside, they pass the bartender and several 


others on their way off work. Hannah says, 
“Must be shift change,” as they cross the lobby 
toward the elevators. 

Outside, Horace directs the others into 
the side lot where a golf cart is parked. They 
all climb inside and hurry away from the 
hotel. They have a snake to hunt and bring 
back in pieces. 

Tomorrow’s special: Alan in a Bun. 


BIRTHING OF 
BLACK 


1 


The two couples—Bracken, Janine, Andrew, 
and Cassie—were now on their second night 
camping in the mountains of Elkins, Arkansas. 
For Bracken and Janine, this was a familiar 
and relaxing weekend outing. For Andrew and 
Cassie, it was a new and_ uncomfortable 
experience. They wanted a camper, not a tent 
and sleeping bag. Cassie was miserable and 
constantly griping under her breath to 
Andrew, who was sick of hearing her 
complaints. He was trying to keep his cool, but 
Bracken and Janine weren’t making it any 
easier with their constant explanations of how 
to do things better. 

Night had fallen about an hour earlier, 


right about the time Bracken set up the fire pit 
for them to roast marshmallows. They were 
now all in foldout chairs with beers in hand, 
getting happily drunk and building s’mores. 
When thunder cracked and a quake followed, 
it gave them all pause. Had it been an 
explosion or a product of their intoxication? 

“Should...we be checking our phones?” 
Cassie asked, reaching into her pocket. 

Bracken smirked as his wife replied, 
“What for?” 

“Come on, I couldn’t have been the only 
one who heard that.” 

“Or felt it,” Andrew added. 

“What is the phone going to tell you?” 
Janine asked, taking a large bite from her 
s’more. 

“T don’t know. An emergency alert?” 
Finally, she found her device and unlocked its 
screen. After a moment of scanning, she made 
a face. “Nothing.” 

“T. wouldn’t mind checking it out,” 
Andrew said, picking up a flashlight resting 
beside his chair. 

His wife turned sharply on_ him. 
“Seriously?” 

“T thought that’s where you were going 


with this...” 

“Who said I wanted to investigate?” 

“Uh, guys? Investigate what?” Bracken 
asked. “The ground shook a little. Who cares?” 

Andrew shrugged, tossing the flashlight 
back and forth between his hands. “If 
something fell, it must have been close for us 
to feel it.” 

“If something fell?” Janine repeated. 
“What are you talking about?” 

“If that wasn’t an earthquake, then 
something fell from the sky. Maybe part of an 
airplane or even a meteorite.” 

“Could’ve just been an explosion,” his 
wife said. 

“Sure, but wouldn’t that also warrant 
investigation?” 

Bracken and Janine exchanged looks that 
their friends could not read. Then Bracken 
stood with a dramatic shrug of his shoulders. 
“Fine. Let’s do it.” 

Cassie watched everyone get to their feet 
and stretch a little drunkenly. “Wait, really? 
We’re going to wander off into the woods at 
night?” 

Andrew leaned over his wife’s shoulder 
and kissed the side of her neck. “Come on, 


babe. It will give us something to do. I’m not 
exactly racing back to that tent, you know?” 

Cassie sighed and took one last pull of 
her beer before standing with the others. 
Bracken and Janine produced walking sticks— 
from where she never saw—and began to lead 
the way. Andrew followed as closely as he 
could, trying to coordinate with Bracken as to 
which direction they should walk. Janine was 
mostly quiet. Cassie brought up the rear, not 
at all thrilled to be hiking at night when 
predators could be nearby. 

After her third time asking Bracken if he 
was keeping track of their location in relation 
to the campsite, he replied, “Cassie, you’ve got 
to relax. I have a GPS navigator in my pocket, 
should we need it. But we won’t because I’ve 
got everything we need right up here.” He 
tapped his temple and flashed her a smile over 
his shoulder. “Just keep up and you'll be fine.” 

Andrew dropped back several paces to 
appear beside his wife. With a hand around 
her waist, he pulled her in close and kissed her 
cheek. “They live for this shit, babe. Besides, 
what if we find something crazy? We could be 
famous.” 

Cassie rolled her eyes. “Why would I 


want that?” 

They walked on for some time before 
Bracken suddenly halted the group and hushed 
everyone. Cassie’s stomach immediately 
dropped, worried what they might have 
stumbled upon. Bracken cursed under his 
breath and held up a hand to keep everyone 
still. Cassie couldn’t see anything, but she did 
hear movement. Several long seconds later, a 
bear and its two cubs hurried by. The mother 
didn’t seem to consider them any more than 
she did the trees or brush; she simply grunted 
tiredly in their direction and pressed on 
through the woods. Her cubs struggled to keep 
up as they whined weakly behind her. 

Once they were gone, Cassie laughed in 
relief. “What the hell was that about?” 

Bracken turned to the group with a large 
grin on his face. “That was remarkable! I can’t 
believe that just happened.” 

Andrew asked, “But...why didn’t they 
attack us?” 

“They were on the run. Had been for a 
while, by the looks of it.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“The mother was exhausted. Couldn’t you 
tell? They were all out of breath and leaving 


the area.” 

Cassie gripped her husband’s arm tightly. 
“Doesn’t that mean we should do the same?” 

Bracken cocked his head to the side. “You 
mean leave? What for?” 

“Something is clearly wrong!” 

“Maybe for them. That doesn’t mean we 
need to worry. A hunter probably encroached 
on their home or something. Maybe another 
predator drove them off.” 

Cassie whispered to her husband, “That 
doesn’t make me feel any better.” 

Andrew spoke up next. “You know, man, 
I think Cass is right. The bears seem like a bad 
omen.” 

“Weren’t you the one who wanted to 
check out the crash in the first place?” 

“Well, yeah...but maybe we’re going to 
find something bad.” 

“And if we do, then we can go back. No 
harm, no foul.” 

Andrew bit his tongue, and imagined his 
wife was doing the same. 

Bracken waited a moment longer before 
turning forward again and throwing his arm 
forward. “Onward!” 

The foursome went another half mile 


before Cassie stopped to rest, pulling her 
husband down on a log beside her. Bracken 
and Janine paused to look back at them. “You 
guys okay?” Janine asked, turning her 
flashlight on their faces and blinding them. 

“We need a minute,” Cassie grunted. “My 
feet are killing me!” 

“Just give us five,” Andrew added, 
stretching and bending his legs repeatedly. 

Bracken took a device out of his pocket— 
presumably, the GPS navigator—and played 
with it for a minute. Then he said, “We’ve 
gone a little over a mile.” 

Cassie checked her watch. “Guys, it’s 
already after eleven. Let’s just turn back. 
Otherwise, we will be out here until after 
midnight.” 

Bracken looked at Andrew. “Do you 
really want to throw in the towel?” 

As Andrew opened his mouth to reply, a 
painful screech echoed through the woods. 
Janine squeaked and threw herself around her 
husband. Bracken immediately pushed her 
away and looked in the direction they were 
headed. Cassie had jumped off the log without 
realizing it and was slowly backpedaling the 
way they’d come. Her husband had yet to 


notice her distancing from them; he was 
frozen by the sound. 

Bracken pocketed his navigator, retrieved 
the flashlight he had pressed up under his 
armpit, and showed the light around the trees 
ahead of them. Then he spotted something and 
cursed. As he quickly flicked off his light and 
told his wife to do the same, Andrew seemed 
to reawaken. He stood from the log and asked 
what was wrong. 

“There’s a glow up ahead,” Bracken 
whispered. “Keep quiet and turn off your 
lights.” 

Andrew ushered Cassie to follow him 
back up to Bracken and Janine. He wanted to 
keep them all together. Around them, he could 
hear light movement throughout the woods, 
perhaps more animals on the run. 

“Maybe you should all stay here,” 
Bracken said. “Ill go check it out.” 

“Like fuck you will,” his wife growled, 
smacking him across the arm. “I’m going 
wherever you go.” 

“Tt can’t be so bad,” Andrew said, trying 
to sound braver than he felt. “This is why we 
came, after all. A glow could be the fire of 
whatever fell. I bet it’s part of a plane, like I 


said earlier.” 

“Drew might be right,” Bracken said. “It’s 
probably nothing, and I’ve just worked you all 
up over nothing.” 

Cassie laughed in a very forced and 
obvious way. “You didn’t work us up.” 

Andrew gave her a look. 

“Well, let’s get this show on the road 
then,” Bracken said, jerking his head in the 
direction of the glow. “But let’s keep the lights 
off and be quiet. I swear I hear shit ahead.” 

Cassie tugged on her husband’s arm and 
whispered into his ear, “What about that 
scream?” 

“Tt don’t think that’s what we heard,” 
Andrew replied. “I bet that was a piece of 
machinery just...fizzing out or something.” 

This time it was Cassie who gave the 
look. 

As the foursome carefully moved through 
the woods, the sounds became richer to them 
all. There was something wheezing and hissing 
beyond the trees, perhaps in pain. It quickly 
became apparent that a clearing was now 
within a hundred yards of them, and that 
whatever had fallen was likely located there. 
Bracken forced his lead over the others, 


wanting to be the first to see what awaited 
them. When he came upon the edge of the 
clearing, he immediately doubled back to his 
wife and threw a hand over her mouth. To 
Andrew and Cassie, he swung his hand down 
to the ground, as if to tell them to stop 
moving. Then he directed his wife into a thick 
brush to hide. Seeing this reaction, Andrew 
and Cassie quickly did the same, some twenty 
feet over. 

“What’s happening?” Cassie whispered. 

Andrew took her hand and squeezed it. “I 
don’t know, but it must be bad. Unless 
Bracken is just screwing with us.” 

The two of them watched their friends 
closely. Bracken was whispering something to 
Janine very quickly, his eyes crazed. Andrew’s 
heart began to race upon seeing this. 

“Fuck.” 

“What? What is it?” 

Andrew licked his lips. “I think we need 
to leave. Bracken is really scared about 
something.” 

Just beyond the trees, the hissing 
intensified. It sounded like something was 
dying or giving birth. Then there was a voice, 
deep and foreign; the language it spoke was 


rough and guttural. Andrew tried his best to 
understand what was being said, but none of it 
was familiar. The words weren’t even words, 
as far as he was concerned—the sounds were 
more like the scrounging of phlegm in one’s 
throat, looking to be spat. He then turned his 
eyes upward, to follow the blue glow spotting 
the clearing in a vertical fashion. If he didn’t 
know any better, it was a structure emitting 
the glow, perhaps a radio or cellular tower in 
the midst of the clearing. 

“What is that sound?” his wife asked. 

“Which one?” 

Cassie didn’t reply. Instead, she followed 
his eyes to the glow. Mesmerized, she began to 
inch forward through the brush, closer to the 
clearing. Andrew didn’t bother holding her 
back because he, too, was on the move. It was 
as if the light was calling on them, pulling 
their focus away from everything else. But 
Andrew knew it was more than that— 
something important was happening here. 
Something they needed to see. 

At the edge, they looked upon many 
unexplainable things. 


Bracken held onto his wife’s arm tightly as he 
pulled her away from the brush and back the 
way they’d come. Janine struggled against his 
strength, demanding they retrieve Andrew and 
Cassie. 

“They’re idiots!” Bracken hissed, yanking 
her harder. “They should have turned back 
when they had the chance.” 

“What the hell are you talking about?” 

“That clearing wasn’t natural, Janine. 
And neither were those creatures.” 

“What creatures?” 

“Fuck if I know. But something bad is 
happening here. We need to get to the car and 
get home.” 

Janine finally pulled her arm free of him 
and stood her ground. “Brack! You stop and 
explain yourself right now!” 

His eyes were wild, terrified. Sweat 
dampened his brow and his hands were 
shaking. Janine could see all this now, there in 
the moonlight. It scared her. She’d never seen 
her husband this way before. 

“We should have never come into the 
woods,” he said. 


The clearing was an impact zone, circular and 
burned clean. The soil was dark, freshly 
turned. The trees had been reduced to ash 
within fifty feet of every direction from the 
tower. It wasn’t a ship, Andrew didn’t think, 
but an intergalactic antenna of some sort. It 
stuck out of the earth like a needle, rising 
several hundred feet above the ground and 
blinking. Near its base were four creatures 
that were human in shape—standing upright 
with heads, necks, torsos, arms, waists, legs— 
but not of this world. Their skin was gray, 
hairless, and rubber-like in appearance. From 
a distance, they could have been mistaken as 
men in full-body wetsuits, but Andrew knew 
better. There was something different about 
the air that surrounded these beings; it was 
cold and suffocating. 

“What are they?” Janine asked, keeping 
close. 

Andrew tried to study the face of the 
creature angled most in their direction. Its 
eyes looked like tiny, yellow marbles resting 
outside its head, as if they were separate 
appendages. And when it spoke, its mouth 
resembled that of a shark’s. The difference was 
its thin tendril of a tongue, which continued to 


flick in and out of its mouth whenever it 
opened. 

The creature that was in pain was 
standing off to the side from the others, 
holding its torso as it visibly shuddered. The 
other three appeared to be discussing the 
situation with great urgency. Finally, the 
injured companion dropped to its knees and 
vomited a white, silky substance onto the 
darkened soil. The creature that had been 
talking most hurriedly now rushed over to its 
wounded comrade and took a knee beside it. 

Andrew drew in a deep breath and then 
let it out slowly. “I think we’re about to see 
something we’ll never forget.” 

The leader—as Andrew had come to 
think of it—placed a hand against the back of 
its screeching friend. The sound was piercing 
and frantic now. Something slipped out of the 
leader’s wrist and pierced the spine of its 
comrade. It almost looked like a needle made 
of bone. Was something being injected into 
the creature, like poison? Andrew wasn’t sure. 

Things suddenly accelerated. 

The creature’s stomach engorged so 
quickly that it was resting against the 
clearing’s floor within seconds. Its skin seemed 


to simultaneously shed in places, probably due 
to the sudden stress. Though the screams 
stopped, the grunting increased tenfold. The 
leader stood and moved toward the tower. 
After holding its hand against the surface of 
the foreign object, a panel appeared, brightly 
lit with unfamiliar symbols. The leader typed 
in a command and the panel vanished. The 
tower hummed to life. Its blinking quickened. 
The ground shook violently. 
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Janine stumbled when the quake reached her. 
Bracken cursed and quickly pulled her up from 
the ground. 

“We need to hurry!” 

“Are we really leaving Drew and Cassie?” 

“They’re fucked. But we can still get out 
here if you just keep on your damn feet.” 

Janine glared at him but didn’t reply. 
Instead, she got a grip on herself and began to 
keep pace with her husband. 

There were now hundreds of animals 
fleeing alongside them. 
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The sick creature was gasping for breath as its 


growth extended up its neck and chin. The 
leader stood beside the tower and watched 
intently. The other two moved in closer, as if 
to guard their dying brethren. 

“We need to go,” Cassie whispered, 
tugging on Andrew’s sleeve. “We shouldn’t be 
seeing this!” 

“If we run now, they’ll spot us,” her 
husband argued. “Just keep quiet. Once they 
leave, we can safely go.” 

The dying creature arched its back, threw 
back its head, and screamed loudly. Its 
engorgement seemed to have a life of its own 
now; something was pushing against the 
stretched skin in multiple areas, scraping for 
escape. It occurred to Cassie then that the 
alien was pregnant, not poisoned. The leader 
had been passing along its seed, or maybe an 
accelerant to get the process moving faster. 

Something sharp suddenly burst through 
the pregnant mother’s neck, spewing forth a 
river of black blood. Then an incision was 
carved down to its pelvis, spilling the contents 
of the creature’s stomach. As Cassie watched 
this event, she was reminded of an inflated 
pool being popped; but instead of water 
flowing in every direction, it was a tar-like 


substance. 

The mother toppled over onto its side, 
clearly dead. In the enormous puddle of ooze, 
a new monster emerged. It was the size of a 
small dog, with tight, black skin and large, 
silver eyes. It stood on four legs, not upright 
like the others. It was something different 
from them, something bred for war. Its feet 
were armed with razor-sharp talons. Its spine 
was lined with dark red points. Its eyes could 
cut through the night and see all. 

The leader took a step forward and gave 
the little monster a command. The vile baby 
then charged into the trees at a surprising 
speed, quickly becoming one with the 
darkness. An underling spoke next. The leader 
responded, pointing to the trees. Pointing to 
where Andrew and Cassie were hiding. 

“Shit.” 

Cassie’s eyes widened. “Does it see us?” 

The underlings turned in their direction. 
As they approached, spikes slipped out of their 
forearms and beyond their wrists. Their beady 
eyes met Cassie’s, and she screamed. As she 
turned to run, Andrew jumped out of the 
brush to fight the underlings. Cassie yelled for 
him to run, but he stood his ground to protect 


her. 

“Get out of here!” he said. “Go!” 

Cassie tore herself away from the 
unfolding scene and charged into the trees, 
following the gradual decline of the forest 
floor. 

Andrew licked his lips as the creatures 
neared. He had nothing to fight with, besides 
his flashlight. He knew how this would end 
but swung his fist anyway. It connected with 
the chin of the underling to his left, but the 
creature quickly responded by ramming a 
spike into the side of Andrew’s ribcage, 
puncturing his lung. The other underling then 
impaled him through the gut, which brought 
Andrew to his knees. As he gasped for air and 
looked beyond his attackers—toward the 
leader as it knelt over the corpse of the fallen 
mother and spoke quietly—another spike was 
thrown into his neck, nearly detaching his 
head with its girth. 
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Something was chasing them. Bracken could 
hear it hot on their heels but didn’t dare look 
back. His wife could hear it, too, and was 
crying as they ran. 


“Not much further!” he told her, hoping 
she would respond with a renewed burst of 
energy. When she didn’t, he urged her to keep 
up. 

“My legs are giving out!” she cried, 
stumbling. A moment later, she crashed to the 
ground. 

Bracken skidded to a stop and turned to 
help her, but a hungry, black creature leapt 
out of the darkness and onto her back. As it 
began to shred open his wailing wife, Bracken 
swung himself around and quickly moved his 
feet. Whatever that thing was, it had to have 
come from the clearing. Which meant it was 
alien like the other beings he’d seen by the 
tower. He was sure of that. His walking stick 
was no match for them, so he ran. 

Cassie couldn’t see a thing. She’d fallen 
numerous times, but no one was pursuing her. 
She wasn’t even sure she was headed in the 
right direction. Minutes had passed since she’d 
last heard a sound. It was as if the woods were 
now completely cleared of life. 

Desperately, she wanted her husband. But 
surely, he was dead. He’d given his life to 
protect her. She couldn’t let his sacrifice be in 
vain. One way or another, she was going to 


get out of this. She had to believe it. 
So, she pressed on. 
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Bracken broke into the campgrounds and 
nearly fell to his knees in relief. Ahead, he 
could see the glow of their dying fire pit, as 
well as the outline of their two tents. The cars 
were just beyond them, currently hidden from 
view. He quickly fished his keys out of his 
pocket and hurried toward their site. He had 
just reached the fire pit when something 
launched onto his back and bit deeply into his 
shoulder. 

“Fuck!” 

Bracken fell forward and tried grabbing 
at the little monstrosity taking him for a ride. 
When its teeth dug deeper, he decided to burn 
the hound off him. The fire was close, only a 
few feet over. He rolled himself into the low 
flames and felt the beast begin to thrash under 
his weight. Bracken threw all his weight onto 
the little bastard as the flames licked around 
its body and over his own frame. When he 
couldn’t take the heat another second, he 
rolled back out of the pit and jumped to his 
feet. Quickly retrieving his fallen walking 


stick, he turned back to beat the creature that 
had torn open his shoulder. 

But it was gone. 

Nervous, Bracken scanned his 
surroundings as best he could in the darkness. 
When nothing caught his eye, he returned his 
attention to the cars. Once he reached his 
sedan, Bracken paused to look around once 
more. Still, he saw nothing. From up the 
mountain, the tower sent another quake down 
to him. 

“Fuck this place,” he growled, climbing 
behind the wheel. 
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When Cassie felt the quake, she was relieved 
to find it much weaker than the one sent while 
at her husband’s side. She must have put some 
good distance between herself and the clearing 
then. But was she nearing the campgrounds 
yet? She took a deep breath and tried to sniff 
the air for smoke but caught nothing. 

As she followed the decline a little 
further, her ankle rolled over something, and 
she fell hard against a tree. She looked down 
at the forest floor and spotted the arm that 
had tripped her. Then her eyes followed the 


limb to the body of Janine, which was scooped 
open from the back. She could see her friend’s 
broken spine and pieces of her ribcage yanked 
awkwardly out of the newly exposed cavity. 
Blood drenched the surrounding leaves and 
brush. 

Cassie vomited and turned away. Did this 
mean Bracken was dead, too? Was she the 
only remaining member of their party? 

I’ve got to get the hell out of here, she told 
herself, standing erect and summoning 
whatever remaining strength she’d harbored. 

“lm sorry, Janine,” she said, turning 
away from the corpse and continuing down 
the mountain. 
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Bracken was racing down the winding road 
when one of his passenger rear windows 
exploded inward. He swerved into the other 
lane, quickly corrected the vehicle, and hit the 
brakes. His eyes momentarily searched his 
rearview mirror, but he could see nothing in 
the back seat. Hesitantly, he stepped out of the 
car and backed himself against the guardrail. 
There, he waited. 

A moment later, the black hound crawled 


out of the broken window and scuttered over 
the roof of the sedan. When it disappeared on 
the other side, Bracken cursed himself for not 
carrying a gun. It seemed like everyone in the 
mountains had one, but not him. He’d never 
even shot a gun before. All he had with him 
was the walking stick, and he’d left that in the 
back seat. Outside, along the side of the 
mountain road, he was defenseless. 
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Carl Templeton was a simple man with a 
simple mind and a simple life. He lived in an 
adequate house his family had owned for 
generations, right below the campgrounds the 
state had put in about a decade earlier. Having 
spent the day in the town below drinking with 
his friends, Carl was now on his way up the 
mountain road to hit the sack for the rest of 
the night. And maybe for some of tomorrow, 
too. 

As he came around yet another bend in 
the road, he spotted a sedan stopped in its 
lane. Its driver had pressed himself up against 
the guardrail, as if he were contemplating a 
jump. Or maybe he was just having car 
trouble. Carl didn’t want to assume. He just 


wanted to help. So, he slowed his truck and 
pulled up alongside the sedan. It didn’t matter 
that they were now blocking the road, because 
no one else was likely to appear at this hour. 
Few people lived so far up the mountain. 

Once his window was down, Carl stuck 
out his head and gave the frightened looking 
man a friendly wave. “Hey there, partner. You 
doin’ okay there?” 

The man’s eyes were fixed on his car, as 
if searching it from afar. “Do you happen to 
have a gun on you?” he asked. 

Carl chuckled. “Why on earth would you 
need a gun right now?” 

What happened next happened so quickly 
that Carl had to do a double-take. One second, 
the man was there at the guardrail. The next, 
something dark flashed through the air and 
took him over the cliffside, out of sight. Carl’s 
reaction was to jump out of his truck and rush 
over as quickly as his enormous gut would 
allow. At the guardrail, he looked over and 
saw nothing but treetops and darkness. From 
this height, the man would have surely broken 
his back or neck. 

“Sir? Sir, are you alright?” 

When no response came, Carl turned back 


to the sedan and noticed its broken window. 
He poked his head inside for a moment and 
looked around. Nothing else appeared amiss. 
He straightened and looked back toward the 
guardrail. The man was still missing, the 
cliffside quiet. 

“Well, hell. I suppose I ought to call the 
police.” 

As Carl sidled back over to his truck and 
reached for his phone—playing back the flash 
he’d seen—something moved from _ behind 
him. It almost sounded like a scuttle, as if 
something with claws or mandibles were 
shifting across the asphalt. When he turned, 
there was nothing. 

Carl shook his head and dialed 911. 
When he put the phone to his ear, it took him 
a moment to realize it wasn’t ringing. He 
checked the screen and saw that he had no 
signal whatsoever. 

“Huh. That’s odd.” 

He tried calling again. Still, nothing 
happened. So, he restarted the phone and 
waited. A slight tremor reached his position, 
taking him by surprise. He looked toward the 
mountain top. He’d never felt earthquakes in 
these parts before, but he supposed anything 


was possible. He was about to turn his 
attention back to the phone when a light 
flashed into the night sky. For the second time 
in several minutes, Carl did a double-take. 
There appeared to be a faint, blue beam 
connecting the mountain to the sky. 

“What in the hell is that?” he wondered 
aloud. 

He heard the scuttle once more, this time 
from beneath his truck. With some difficulty, 
Carl got down onto his knees and peered 
under the frame of his rusted vehicle. Two 
silver orbs greeted him from near the front 
axle. Before he could question their existence, 
something scurried out of the darkness and 
wrapped itself around his head. Carl toppled 
backwards and tried to scream, but the 
creature was already too deep into removing 
his face. 
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Atop the mountain, three visitors stood by 
their antenna. The leader spoke loudly to 
them, almost ceremoniously. Then the trio 
closed into a tight circle and rested their heads 
together. Behind them, the tower surged with 
overwhelming energy. Its signal was being 


transported well beyond this galaxy, an effort 
that would be costly for its landing party. As 
the tower began to overheat, the beam of light 
faded away from the night sky. 

Then the clearing exploded. 
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Finally, Cassie stepped out of the trees and 
spotted their campsite. Having never come 
across Bracken’s body, she wondered if that 
meant he’d escaped the forest as well. For the 
fourth time, the ground shook. She looked up 
into the sky and saw a beam of light stretching 
as far as the eye could see. She knew it was a 
signal of some sort but didn’t care to know its 
purpose. She could guess. 

Beyond the tents, she found Andrew’s van 
alone in the parking area. Bracken’s sedan was 
gone, which she took to be a good sign. She 
was about to leave when she remembered her 
keys were in her main duffle bag. She turned 
back to the tents and hurried over to the one 
she and her husband had been using. As she 
searched their things as quickly as she could, 
an explosion sounded, and the mountain 
began to shake continuously. This wasn’t like 
the other quakes, which had been quick. This 


was the sound of something coming undone. 

She stepped out of the tent and looked 
toward the trees she’d just escaped. There was 
an orange glow rushing through the green, 
headed in her direction. It was coming much 
too fast for her to outrun or outdrive, Cassie 
knew. Something at the tower had clearly 
detonated. The feeling of defeat was so 
crushing that she fell to her knees and began 
to sob. She was never going to see her loved 
ones again. Never have a child with her 
husband. Never grow old and retire. 

Seconds later, a wall of fire engulfed her 
and the campgrounds. 


PECK 
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Sydney had gone on yet another bender, 
bullying his liver and alienating his friends 
along the way. It was his manner. 

In the alley, he puked against the door 
and pissed on the dumpster. He was ready for 
another round at the next bar—what city was 
this?-—but first he needed to set himself 
straight enough to know how to put one foot 
in front of the other. 

Click click. 

Sydney belched loudly and looked around 
the dumpster to see someone tapping the brick 
wall with a metallic glove. Confused, he 
stepped out into the center of the alley and 
wavered in place. The figure was cloaked in a 
dark robe with a hood thrown over its head. 
The face was hidden behind a gas mask of 
sorts with a long nose like that of a bird's 


beak; Sydney immediately recognized it as a 
steampunk look. If it had any particular 
meaning, he wasn't privy to it. The figure was 
both humorous and menacing. 

"What the fuck are you supposed to be?" 
Sydney asked with a laugh. "There a 
convention this weekend or somethin'?" 

The cloaked figure moved closer, but 
there was still a good distance between the 
two. 

Sydney shrugged and turned away from 
the weirdo. He already needed to piss again, 
so he pulled himself out and started to go 
whilst walking sideways. Nevertheless, he 
splattered his shoes repeatedly. 

By the time he'd reached the street, 
Sydney was zipped and wavering from side to 
side. There weren't too many people out, so he 
checked his watch only to find it cracked. 

"Damn..." 

Someone tapped him on the shoulder, so 
he turned crookedly. "What do—" 

He was grabbed by the jacket and tossed 
back toward the dumpster. The world spun 
around him so roughly that he had to squeeze 
his eyes shut and hold his breath. When he 
opened his eyes again, he saw the steampunk 


kid standing over him quietly. 

"Dude, the fuck is your problem?" Sydney 
growled, picking himself up unsteadily. 

Just as he was back on his feet, the kid 
jabbed his metallic beak/nose forward, 
puncturing the soft spot of Sydney's neck, right 
above the clavicle. Blood squirted out and 
Sydney stumbled back against the wall in 
surprise. Luckily for him, he was too drunk to 
feel much of anything. 

"Did you just—" 

The kid grabbed Sydney by the hair and 
tossed him sideways. With Sydney back on the 
piss-covered ground, the kid stepped over him 
and revealed a roll of duct tape. He pulled free 
a strip loudly, then kicked Sydney in the face, 
knocking him out cold. 
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When Sydney opened his eyes again, he felt 
drugged, not drunk. Maybe he was. He was 
certainly unaware of his new surroundings, 
which were cold and bare. 

As he did his best to look around, Sydney 
realized he was strapped down to a large 
dinner table. The buckles weren't all that 
impressive, but he was also dizzy and weak. 


And naked, save for the tape stuck over his 
neck wound. When did he get undressed? 
Where were his clothes? 

"Hello?" 

No one answered. 

Exhausted and sick feeling, Sydney closed 
his eyes and let sleep take him once more. 
Maybe he would have some idea of his 
predicament the next time he came around. 


3 


Though he didn't know it, another several 
hours passed before he was up again. This 
time, the steampunk kid was there waiting for 
him with a book in hand. He'd taken a foldout 
chair in the corner, like a parent chaperoning 
a school function. Sydney had to clear his 
throat to get his kidnapper's attention. 

"Where are we?" 

The kid stood, put his book down, and 
crossed over to the table. He then held up two 
fingers and waited for Sydney to understand. 

"Two words?" 

The kid nodded. 

"Seriously? We're playing charades?" 

The kid put up his two fingers once more. 

"Christ, fine then. Two words." 


The kid patted his chest. 

"Your," Sydney said with some irritation. 
He could feel his body more this time, but he 
was still strapped down and cold from his 
nakedness. 

The kid nodded and then gestured with 
its arm held wide before him, swiveling in 
place. 

"House," Sydney said. "We're at your 
house." 

The kid nodded, then just stood there. 

"Well...why the fuck am I here?" Sydney 
growled. 

The kid—he was assuming it was a kid, 
but he couldn't know for sure—simply pointed 
at him. 

"How is that an answer?" 

The kid stepped closer to the table and 
ran a handle along Sydney's thigh and down 
his leg. On the way back up, his hand stopped 
at Sydney's knee and squeezed. 

"The fuck is this?" Sydney demanded. 

With sudden speed, the kid slammed its 
beak down into Sydney's knee with incredible 
force. The pain was excruciating, causing him 
to scream horribly. Then the kid did it again 
and again until Sydney's knee looked bloody 


and deformed. 

Crying and gasping for air, Sydney vowed 
he would kill the kid, whoever he was. This 
would never be swept under the rug. He didn't 
care if this kid was the mayor's or president's 
child. He would fucking find him and kill him. 

As Sydney clenched his eyes tight and 
wept from the pain, the masked kid turned 
and left the room. But not without first 
turning on several fans pointed directly at the 
table. 
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Not only was Sydney starving, but his bladder 
was also ready to burst. He wasn't sure he 
could hold it any longer. It was physically 
making him ill now. He was sweating and 
dizzy from it, despite the cold swimming over 
his naked form. 

Finally, he gave in and wet the table. It 
was terribly uncomfortable, but no worse than 
his knee. Without major surgery, he was sure 
he'd never walk on it again. 

Where was that damn kid? An hour or 
two had passed, surely. Was this prick ever 
going to feed him, or just starve him to death? 
What was the endgame here? 


"Hey, asshole! Where are you?" he 
shouted. 

A half minute later, the cloaked figure 
returned. 

"Jesus, when are you going to take that 
stupid costume off, kid?" 

For the first time, the guy made a sound 
—he laughed. It was brief, but clear. 

"Let me out, man," Sydney whined, hating 
himself. "I don't know what you're punishing 
me for, but you did a good job. It's time to let 
me go home." 

The kid held up one finger. 

Sydney groaned. "One word?" 

The kid nodded, then held up his finger 
once more. This time, however, it clocked left 
and right repeatedly. 

"Are you telling me no?" Sydney asked. 

The kid nodded and took a step closer. 
Instinctively, Sydney tensed. 

"What are you going to do to me next?" 

The figure placed a hand on Sydney's 
exposed groin and cupped his testicles. 
Understanding the message, Sydney began to 
cry and shake his head from side to side in 
desperation. 

"Please! No, no, no..." 


The mask turned to face him. Still, 
Sydney’s balls were in his grip, which 
tightened ever so slightly. Purposefully, it 
cocked its head to the side, as if quizzical or 
amused. Sydney wasn’t sure which, nor did he 
really care. He just wanted to be free of this 
freak. 

“What do I have to do to be let go?” he 
frantically asked, sweat running down his 
temples. 

His kidnapper held up three fingers. 
Before Sydney could say another word, a 
finger dropped. Then another. It was a 
countdown. Sydney yelled at the sharp mask, 
but it still fell upon him. As the metal point 
crashed upon his privates repeatedly—cutting 
and popping them—Sydney howled in terror 
and pain. It was like an enormous bird was 
pecking at his genitals, looking to tear them 
open like a sack full of goodies. The weight of 
the strikes shot up his abdomen and felt as if 
someone were simultaneously punching him 
in the gut. He soon found that he was gasping 
for air, choking and wishing for death. 

A minute later, the mask was done and 
exiting the room. Sydney didn’t want to look 
down at his manhood. Surely, his testicles 


were spilled open like a broken yoke. He felt a 
stinging unlike any other and whimpered for 
his mother. 

But she was nowhere to be found. 
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An entire day passed before Sydney saw his 
kidnapper again. Still, there was no food or 
drink to be had. Sydney remained strapped to 
the table in his own piss, shit, and blood. He 
felt weak and distant, like he was more dead 
than alive at this point. He wondered if that 
was accurate or not. 

The mask circled him several times—like 
a vulture—before coming to a stop beside 
Sydney’s midsection. For several long minutes, 
it tortured him by not moving a muscle, just 
hovering there, making him sweat. 

“Please,” Sydney begged. “Pll do 
anything.” 

The masked man revealed a syringe. 

“What’s in that?” Sydney asked feebly. 

Of course, his question was left 
unanswered. A moment later, the needle 
slipped into Sydney’s vein and plunged. It 
didn’t take long before a new sensation swept 
over his body. It felt like he was floating in a 


pool of water, internally warm and 
lightheaded. 

He couldn’t feel his pain anymore. A 
smile worked its way across his fate. 

“This is much better,” he said, hoping the 
drug was a peaceful method in killing him. 

Instead, he felt a tickle along his belly. 
Curious, he looked down to see a wicked blade 
being drawn down from his chest to his pelvis, 
cutting him open. The masked man then took 
his hands and pulled open the wound a bit, 
revealing Sydney’s guts. 

“Hey,” he said quietly, moving in and out 
of consciousness. “Hey, what are you doing 
down there, bud?” 

The kidnapper looked at him and, 
strangely, gave him two thumbs-up. Then it 
dove its beak down into Sydney’s torso to 
rummage around, nosing out his intestines and 
making a frantic mess. Though Sydney 
couldn’t feel much of anything, he screamed 
and screamed. 

What a fucking awful bender this turned 
out to be. 
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At the police station, everyone was talking 


about the masked man they’d humorously 
dubbed the Pecker. The body of Sydney 
Marvin had been discovered two days earlier, 
alongside several video recordings of his 
torture. The footage had made most of the 
officers turn away, gag, and vomit. Those that 
didn’t went on to _ have _ nightmares, 
nevertheless. 

The fact that the Chief had received a 
letter containing directions to the corpse 
suggested the killer wanted to play a game 
with them. It was disturbing and _ scary. 
Everyone was on edge and worried they’d be 
next. 

After talking with several of the guys 
about Sydney’s murder, a gangly officer by the 
name of Donald Erickson returned to his desk 
and shook his head in awful amusement. Then 
he took out his phone and began to peruse 
different steampunk masks on the internet. He 
saw numerous types online, but nothing stood 
out as dangerous to him the way his bird 
doctor did. So, he thought about it some more, 
about keeping the getup. 

The Pecker was certainly a funny name, 
but he liked it, nevertheless. The more he 
rolled the title over his tongue, the better it 


tasted. Finally, he grinned widely, leaned back 
in his chair, and clasped his hands together 
upon his lap. Yes. He would accept it. Love it. 
Use it. 

“Embrace the Pecker,” he said, laughing, 
making several heads turn, despite the 
commotion of the precinct. “Be one with the 
Pecker.” 

Officer Erickson continued to laugh, tears 
forming in his eyes. 


THE FRIDAY 
NIGHT GANG 


“For what it’s worth, I did enjoy our time 
together. Even this.” 

Karen continued to cry as she dangled 
upside down, the cords around her ankles 
drawing blood. A droplet fell and splashed 
against her cheek as Fiona took a knee beside 
her, bringing them face to face. 

“It’s just that this was always your 
purpose,” Fiona explained. “All feelings aside. 
Which existed. But still.” 

Karen shook her head vigorously as she 
screamed something against the rag gagging 
her. 

“T don’t know what you’re saying, nor do 
I care at this point.” Fiona patted her ex on the 
cheek and stood. She walked away, toward the 


basement stairs, then stopped to look back. 
“The rest of the gang will be here soon. This is 
a favorite game of ours. And don’t worry—you 
won’t be alone. Each of my friends will have 
someone like yourself to contribute.” 

With that, Fiona flicked the light switch 
and climbed the stairs, leaving Karen 
struggling against her binds in the darkness. 


HOLES 
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It was cold outside when Davey flung open the 
back door angrily, leaning back to snatch his 
coat off the hook as an afterthought. Inside 
and upstairs, his parents were still arguing 
with one another over him. Just two days after 
Christmas the Garfield family was already 
falling apart again. Truly, nothing could last. 
He was beyond sick of it at fourteen, a 
freshman in high school. His parents had been 
like this as far back as Davey could remember; 
constantly unhappy and fighting over every 
little thing. He wondered why they even 
bothered staying together. It couldn’t be for 
him; their family was already broken, so 
would divorce really make a difference? A lot 
of his friends had divorced parents, and said it 
was better now than it was when they were 
still all together. Sometimes, Davey would 


imagine his family separated. Weekends with 
his dad would be laid back, while weekdays 
with his mom would mostly revolve around 
him going to school. If Helen and Jerry 
weren’t together anymore, he doubted he’d 
hear much yelling by comparison. 

It was nice to dream. But right now, 
Davey was too focused on distancing himself 
from the house. They lived along the Blue 
Ridge Mountains, with their property backed 
up against its foothills. Whenever upset, Davey 
would throw himself into those curtains of 
trees and disappear. There was a creek bed 
about twenty minutes deep into the woods, 
and it was there that he generally stayed. He 
even had a fort and target range set up in the 
surrounding area, allowing him to let off 
steam and relax as it suited him. 

The walk there gave him time to think 
and put his mind elsewhere. At first, he 
thought about the childhood he spent dashing 
around the woods with his friends, playing 
hide and seek, hunting, pretend-war. But now 
he was older, and his friends rarely came over. 
The woods were different for him now; they 
were his escape from reality, a place of 
solitude. At least, for the most part. Not even 


two weeks earlier, he had brought Shannon to 
the creek where they went inside his fort and 
experimented. It was his first time having 
someone reach into his pants, and he was 
hoping to take things further the next time she 
stopped by. 

Life had changed a lot in the last year 
alone, he realized then. He wasn’t a boy 
anymore. Granted, he was still a virgin, but for 
how much longer? Hell, in just a few years he 
had college coming. His remaining days in 
high school would surely be turbulent with 
change. He wondered if that would be a good 
thing or not. The teenager’s life wasn’t an easy 
one—especially with online bullying and 
harassment out of hand—but there was also 
sex and drugs and alcohol to look forward to. 
Or were they also part of the problem? 

Davey spat sideways as he came over the 
hill that would reveal the creek on the other 
side. His fort was there on the far right, 
untouched and hidden beneath a tarp of 
camouflage. Inside it were snacks, drinks, a 
cot, radio, and weapons. He thought of his BB 
rifle as he moved in that direction and 
considered pulling it out for some target 
practice. It had been a while, and maybe 


destroying something would help calm his 
nerves. 

He had several ranges in place along the 
creek. They consisted mostly of bottles and 
cans, but occasionally Davey would bring an 
old childhood toy along, or something 
purchased from a local yard sale, to shoot 
instead. The one nearest his fort actually held 
a Combat Rick doll from his youth, burned 
black in several areas. During the summer, he 
had brought it back to his hideaway, along 
with a can of hairspray and a lighter. That had 
been a fun day, even with the minor burn he’d 
given himself by accident. 

Once he’d pulled back the tarp to reveal 
the fort entrance, Davey ducked inside and 
gave a quick look around. The cot smelled of 
dampness and mold, not that he generally 
used it for anything. The rest of the space was 
dirty as well, leaves having been kicked inside 
over the previous months, and bugs seeking 
warmth. But Davey used it as a shed mostly, 
so these things didn’t matter. He gathered up 
his gun, loaded it with BBs, pocketed the 
remaining box, and returned outside. 

It didn’t take long before he began to tire 
of target practice. He found himself wishing 


he had a real rifle and thought of his father’s 
hunting weapons locked away. There was a 
Savage Axis II XP, a Henry Golden Boy, and a 
vicious-looking crossbow of some sort, one 
that his father had customized. If he could get 
his hands on any of those, he’d be in heaven. 
But Jerry Garfield was very protective of his 
weapons, and never let Davey around them. 

Another can bounced off its station and 
into the leaves. Davey sighed and _ stood, 
slinging the BB rifle over his shoulder. He was 
bored, but at least he was no longer anxious or 
annoyed. He wondered if he should head back 
already or spend more time out in the woods. 
He looked longingly at the creek and decided 
to follow it for a bit. To keep from losing his 
location, he propped his phone up on the 
makeshift bench nearby with his music loudly 
playing. Taking the device with him for the 
purpose of GPS would be pointless because the 
phone signal out here was_ practically 
nonexistent. By having a stereo to follow, he’d 
be able to find his way back home. 

As Davey walked along the creek, he 
whistled. The longer he walked, the softer the 
music became. After ten minutes or so, he 
could hardly hear it all in the distance. He was 


about to turn back then when something 
caught his eye up ahead. On the opposite side 
of the water, the ground was elevated about 
five feet, providing a clay wall of protruding 
roots and rocks over the stream. This wall had 
developed gradually some ways back and 
wasn’t what had his interest; it was the tunnel 
located in its bend that struck him as 
unnatural. 

Davey stepped down into the water— 
happy to have worn his boots for this trip 
away from the house—and made his way 
cautiously over to the gaping entrance. Piles of 
dirt lay scattered before it, a large quantity of 
which was soaking in the creek. Whatever had 
created the hole had done so from the inside; 
it had emptied out into the creek, not 
burrowed beyond it. 

“The hell?” 

Davey considered hibernating animals 
and knew there were bears in the area. He’d 
seen them multiple times growing up and had 
avoided certain picnic and camping areas 
known to be scavenged the most. The dirt 
appeared fresh, as far as he could tell. So, if 
this had been a bear, maybe it was still 
nearby. Davey straightened and looked around 


himself. He saw nothing and told himself to 
relax. 

A bear would be sleeping right now, 
anyway, he told himself. It was winter and 
they’d just celebrated Christmas. 

So, what had dug out from the creek side 
then? 

Again, Davey took a slow look around. 
But all was quiet and still. 

He leaned forward to peer inside the 
tunnel. It was too dark to see much of 
anything beyond the entrance. It also smelled 
horrible. Davey reeled back and coughed, 
trying not to gag. The smell wasn’t quite 
rotten, like decaying matter, but it was putrid 
and almost chemical. 

Movement over the creek side made 
Davey stiffen. He licked his lips and looked 
over the wall. All he saw was the ground and 
the trees. Nothing obviously out of place, no 
animal life. But now he was beyond curious, 
telling himself to man up and stop being such 
a pussy. He climbed up the creek side and 
stood with his rifle in hand. 

At first, he didn’t move. He just observed 
his surroundings intently, trying to keep his 
breath shallow and quiet. After a minute or 


two of this, he decided to move forward and 
explore the area nearby. If he came up with 
nothing, he’d head back home. And if he 
found something...well, he supposed his next 
move depended on what that something might 
be. 

You’re fourteen, he told himself. You are 
fast, small, and armed. Get the fuck over it. 

A moment later, his right foot slipped 
down into something, causing him to fall hard. 
Cursing, he grabbed his rifle and turned over 
to see if anything was coming up on him. But 
he was still alone, so he sat up and examined 
the ground. There was a hole beside his feet, 
maybe two feet across in every direction. Piles 
of dirt surrounded it. Something had emerged 
here as well. 

Am I in a nest or something? he wondered, 
taking a hesitant look around. His ankle was 
throbbing, but he did his best to ignore it and 
stand. This time, he continued onward with 
his eyes regularly checking the forest floor. It 
took only seconds for him to spot another 
hole, basically identical to the last. He knelt 
beside it and looked into its darkness. He 
couldn’t see anything. 

Davey got back up and looked around. 


Surrounding him in all directions, he was 
spotting clumps of dirt. He walked ten feet 
over to another pile and discovered yet 
another hole. There must have been a dozen 
nearby, he realized then. But they were too 
big to belong to gophers, surely. So, what the 
hell had sprung up from the ground? 

As he turned his head slowly, he counted 
each mound of dirt he could see. There 
appeared to be a minefield of them. 

Hold up. 

His head jerked back to a space where 
something was poking out from the darkness. 
Something rounded, like the top of a head. But 
the skin was a blue-like gray and slick. What 
was it? Davey began to move in its direction— 
careful not to trip again—but then stopped 
himself when he realized that whatever was 
poking up from the hole was now moving 
upward. 

Eyes appeared. Purely white eyes. 

Davey’s breath caught in his chest, and 
he was frozen in place. Something was poking 
its head out of that hole and looking directly 
at him. 

Oh, Christ. 

Without realizing it, Davey raised his BB 


rifle. He lined up the shot before returning to 
reality, and hesitated. But then the head rose 
higher another inch and Davey panicked, 
pulling the trigger. His hands were shaking, so 
the shot went awry. But the watcher had taken 
notice, nonetheless. A high-pitched screech 
sounded from its direction, and Davey went 
cold. 

Run! 

He turned and made a mad dash back 
toward the creek. Though he tried to avoid the 
holes, he still managed to get caught up on 
something just as he came to the ledge and 
was sent spiraling down into the water. There, 
he paused for a moment, his shoulder now 
hurting as well. 

“Shit,” he moaned, picking himself up 
carefully. For a moment, he seemed to forget 
his escape. The pain caught his attention now, 
as did the water soaking his clothing. But then 
he heard something above him, higher than 
the creek side, and he looked up. 

It had come from the trees above. 

He searched the mostly bare branches as 
he gathered himself in the water, blindly 
splashing his hand around for the gun. Had he 
imagined the sound? 


Davey waited another minute before 
standing completely and removing his eyes 
from the trees. This time, he turned back the 
way he’d come and looked over the ledge. He 
couldn’t see anything. Whatever he’d seen in 
the hole didn’t appear to be following him. He 
couldn’t see an inch of it anywhere. 

Davey realized his heart was racing and 
that he was probably close to having a panic 
attack. He tried to slow his breathing and 
collect himself for a minute longer before 
leaving. He then moved back onto the leaves, 
dripping wet, and limped in the direction of 
home. Occasionally, he would look back 
toward the creek, but nothing was there. 

I imagined it, he told himself. There was 
nothing in that hole. 

Davey laughed lightly, his head _ still 
rushing with adrenaline and fear. 

God, I’m an idiot. 

Another laugh, stronger this time. The 
music was getting a little louder now; he could 
tell which direction he needed to move and 
adjusted his path. 

Then something dropped down from 
above and landed in front of him. It was the 
animal from the hole, only now Davey could 


see its full form. It was tall and humanoid. 
Though thin, its arms and legs were flexed 
with muscles, all of which were smeared in 
freshly turned soil. 

Davey couldn’t feel his own body. It was 
as if his blood had run cold and his brain had 
misfired. For several long seconds, nobody 
moved. 

What are you doing? Shoot the damn thing, 
he told himself. 

But his hands wouldn’t move, even with 
the rifle right there and ready. 

The creature took two steps forward, 
bridging what little gap there was between 
him. Davey swallowed and looked up into its 
white eyes. Before he could react, the creature 
grabbed him under the arms and tossed him 
back twenty feet. When Davey landed, the air 
was knocked out of him. He gasped and rolled 
over, searching the leaves for his gun. 

Where is it? Where is it? 

The creature was charging him now. 
Davey scrambled to his feet—still choking for 
air—and turned to flee. But the creature was 
much too fast to outrun, especially with a 
twisted ankle; it swiped at him again, this time 
catching him across his back. The force sent 


him sideways into a tree, hard enough to 
switch off the lights. 
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When Davey next opened his eyes, he was 
someplace very dark and musty. As his senses 
returned to him, he recognized the smell from 
the creek, and his heart began to race. Was he 
in the tunnel? Underground? 

He tried to move, but he was bound to 
something flat and wooden. His limbs were 
stretched out awkwardly, away from his body. 
The discomfort he felt in his muscles and 
joints was unbearable. When he _ tried 
screaming for help, he heard his voice echo in 
multiple directions. His sight was still limited 
to the darkness, but he could see small halos 
of light when he lifted his head. Were they the 
holes he’d found in the woods? 

Something moved behind him. 

Davey squeezed his eyes shut and prayed 
for the first time in years. 

“What—what do you want from me?” 

There was a sound, maybe a form of 
communication, but he couldn’t understand it. 

“Please, let me go,” he begged. 

Something grabbed his foot and stripped 


away its binds. For the briefest of moments, 
Davey thought he was being freed. But then 
teeth sank into his ankle so deep that the 
creature in the dark was able to yank away his 
foot completely. Davey howled in horror as 
the intensity of the pain sent his brain into a 
crazed series of explosions. He banged the 
back of his head against the wood several 
times as he screamed, his whole body flailing 
against its ropes. 

Another voice, this one faster and from 
his right. The vocalization sounded phlegmy 
and disgusting. Something else answered from 
behind him. Within seconds, there was a 
chorus of voices speaking to one another, 
surrounding him. There was movement 
everywhere now as more and more of the 
monsters arrived from the nearby tunnels and 
holes. 

Davey thrashed and screamed, wanting to 
run, but knowing he was trapped. “FUCK 
YOU! FUCK YOU!” 

Several mouths of teeth dove into his leg, 
ripping off chunks of his flesh and muscle. The 
limb was removed seconds later as Davey 
quickly grew lightheaded and tired. 

The blood loss, he told himself. It’s too 


much. 

A fist shoved into his side and yanked out 
his kidney. Another set of teeth found his 
neck. Finally, a hand reached into his open 
mouth and yanked backwards with such force 
that the top of his jaw was broken off 
completely, taking part of his nose and an 
awful strip of skin along with it. 

Davey choked on his overflowing blood 
as pieces of his body were passed around the 
cavern for communal enjoyment, a cacophony 
of happy voices echoing their thanks. 

A trace of him would never be found, 
save for the rifle in the leaves. 
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Maggie had yet to see the creatures firsthand 
—which was surprising, really—but she had 
viewed various clips of them online since their 
arrival a week earlier. In these videos, people 
were being shredded to pieces, others eaten 
like candy bars. There were alien bombs 
falling from the sky, leveling cities. The oceans 
had boiled. Caves around the world collapsed, 
opening sinkholes. Screams multiplied until 
there were fewer of them to be heard. To 
Maggie, the mountains seemed like an ideal 
place to run and hide. She considered her 
family lucky; the Stines already lived amongst 
the trees, several miles above the nearest 
town. Even better, the surrounding population 
was so small that they’d all been ignored thus 
far. 

Maggie wondered how much longer that 


would last, though. Recent reports suggested 
some of the monsters were coming from 
underground, as if they’d been hibernating for 
some time. If that were true, then the 
mountains weren’t going to change a thing for 
her family. Eventually, they would be attacked 
and forced downhill (assuming they survived 
the encounter). 

Her father, Anthony, had boarded up the 
house upon returning home on Drop Day, his 
vehicle stocked with an arsenal of weaponry. 
Maggie wanted to ask where he’d purchased 
so many guns but figured he hadn’t spent a 
dime. Seeing as the world has become a free- 
for-all, it seemed more likely that he’d raided 
a place or two, damning the consequences. 
After all, what was the law going to do to 
him? There were worse things to deal with 
now than thieves. 

Maggie caught herself approaching the 
bay window for the sixth time that morning, 
so conditioned to look outside whenever she 
felt anxious. But the boards were there, 
blocking any view of the world beyond the 
house. She hadn’t even been in the yard since 
Drop Day. Her father had made sure to keep 
everyone inside after the initial attacks. Only 


he had ventured outside since, and only to 
gather supplies as needed. Toilet paper, food, 
water, bandages, batteries ... 

It would never end. Maggie knew this. As 
long as they lived, their supplies would 
decrease, and her father would have to risk his 
life again in town. Or even the next town over 
once theirs was all used up. How long would 
that take? she wondered. She hoped for at least 
a year. Unless everyone was slaughtered, then 
there would be less competition for them to 
find things they needed. Of course, she prayed 
such an event wouldn’t happen. But after 
millions had already lost their lives, did it 
really matter? Humanity was clearly on its 
way out. Did they even have a chance of 
survival anymore? Surely, they were becoming 
an endangered species. 

And it only took a week, she thought. Not 
even that, actually. A fucking day. One single, 
horribly bloody day. 

What kind of life was this, hunkered 
down in a privately located house without 
natural light or fresh air to keep them awake? 
There were just four of them there, including 
Maggie. Her mother, Jean, had become 
catatonic by all appearances, and her brother, 


Isaac, was overly energetic. The two made a 
fine pair. 

Maggie, however, felt surprisingly 
normal, despite her anxiety and fear of the 
creatures paying them a visit someday. Even 
her father was different now, overly cautious 
and protective of everyone. He’d never been 
like that before. Anthony was the type of guy 
to shrug off things, even bad things. Not this 
time, though. Drop Day had changed him, like 
it had the world. 

Maggie circled the room once more, and 
again stopped before the boarded bay window. 

“Goddamn it.” 

Upon choosing a book to read, she began 
to wander the house, her feet moving blindly. 
In the living room, her father was _ busy 
checking the TV for news. Unfortunately, all 
broadcasts had officially come to an end the 
previous day. Now, there was only radio. 
What appeared on TV was previously recorded 
and fictional. Some channels couldn’t even 
provide that much, and instead gave static. 
And yet, Anthony continued to check the TV 
in desperation. 

The book was probably not the best story 
for Maggie to be reading. Though it did not 


deal with aliens, it was still apocalyptic. 
Despite this looming reality, Maggie devoured 
page after page, hoping to contain some sense 
of normalcy in her life. Things were never 
going to be the same again, but that didn’t 
mean she must cave to the darkness. On some 
level, she could pretend her life was still that 
of an average seventeen-year-old finishing 
high school. 

Her brother ran past her and slipped in 
his socks, crashing into an end table ahead. 
The pictures displayed there toppled over, one 
landing on the floor and cracking. 

“Tsaac!” 

He picked himself up and looked at the 
broken glass. 

“Clean that up,” Maggie told him. “And 
quick. Before Mom or Dad see.” 

“What does it matter? They’re not paying 
us any attention.” 

Maggie closed the distance between them 
and lowered her voice. “Because there’s a lot 
going on, dingus. Don’t be an idiot. Just stop 
running around the house, will ya?” 

“But I’m so bored!” 

Maggie shut her book and_ lightly 
smacked Isaac on the forehead with it. “Then 


get something to read.” 

“Ugh, that’s boring!” 

“T would say you'll appreciate it when 
you're older, but...” 

“Don’t be a bitch!” Isaac cried, slapping 
her on the arm and disappearing down the 
hall. 

Maggie nodded in agreement. That had 
been a terrible thing to say. She deserved the 
smack. 

So rather than hassle her brother any 
further about the broken glass, she cleaned up 
the mess herself. 

Outside, their dog began to _ bark 
hysterically. 

Maggie straightened and squeezed her 
eyes shut. 
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His name was Jim-Jim. He’d been named by 
Isaac and was technically the boy’s dog. 
Honestly, he looked more like a bear than a 
dog. His legs were short and thick, and his gait 
was reminiscent of a lumbering beast’s. And 
yet, Jim-Jim was frightened and small when 
trouble came calling. 

As the creatures began their climb of the 


mountain, the Stines’ dog immediately picked 
up their scent in the wind. It made him pee 
and whimper, but thankfully he was free; his 
family had at least done Jim-Jim the kindness 
of leaving him loose outside the house 
(something they would have normally never 
done). This allowed him options: 

He could stay and fight or he could run 
away. 

One of the creatures came into view then, 
moving up the tree-lined side of the front 
yard. It was quite tall (standing at least seven 
feet) with dark blue, swirling skin, and tiny, 
black eyes set against a large, bulbous head. 
There were gills on the sides of its neck and 
sharp talons extending from its fingers. The 
mouth seemed nonexistent, but Jim-Jim knew 
better than to think it was without one. So, he 
planted himself firmly in place beyond the 
house—an act that terrified him deeply—and 
began to growl more defensively than he ever 
had before. 

The creature didn’t seem at all 
intimidated. Instead, it set its sights on the dog 
and began to run in his direction. 

Jim-Jim peed yet again. 
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Maggie wanted to cover her ears, but she 
needed to remain on alert for whatever was 
coming. Outside, the dog was growling. She’d 
never heard him sound so vicious before, but 
also knew how chicken he could be. 
Considering what she knew about the 
creatures and their appetites, it seemed 
unlikely that Jim-Jim stood a chance. It would 
be better if he just ran. 

Maggie’s father found her a moment later 
in the foyer, his eyes wide and his brow damp 
with sweat. “Where’s your brother?” 

“Upstairs, I think.” 

“Your mother, too?” 

“As far as I know.” 

Outside, Jim-Jim began to scream and 
cry horribly. It was the worst sound Maggie 
had ever heard, and she did her best to fight 
back the tears that rushed her. 

“Let’s get upstairs, quickly now,” her 
father said, pressing his hand against her back 
and guiding her forcefully. 

Maggie tripped several times on the way 
up, but Anthony continued to shove. Once 
they were all upstairs and in the master 
bedroom, he addressed the family. 

“It’s time we arm ourselves,” he said. 


“Even you, Isaac. Because we’re no longer 
alone.” 

Maggie couldn’t help but glance over at 
her little brother. He looked scared but 
accepting of the situation. Her mother was 
crying quietly in the bed, her fingernails 
raking against her skin repeatedly, trailing 
blood. She hadn’t left that spot in several days. 

“Jean, knock it off. Now’s not the time.” 

Maggie wondered if her father expected 
his tough love approach to actually work. At 
this point, she doubted anything would get her 
mother out of bed, let alone fight. 

Anthony moved over to the closet and 
opened the door. After a moment of shuffling, 
he returned with several weapons he’d hidden 
recently. To Isaac, he handed over a bat with 
barbed wire wrapped around it. To Jean, two 
sharpened machetes (which were laid down 
beside her, untouched). To Maggie, a rifle 
with a scope (something she hadn’t expected 
at all). In his own hands, Anthony carried a 
double-barreled shotgun, sawed off. In a newly 
attached holster, he also carried a revolver 
that was hardly visible. 

“Jim-Jim is gone. I’m sorry, Isaac, but at 
least he stood his ground like a good dog. He 


fought to alert us of what was coming. Now, 
we can be prepared to fight back ourselves.” 

Isaac was white as a sheet, in shock. He 
didn’t answer, hardly nodded. 

There was a crash downstairs, the sound 
of a boarded window being broken and blown 
inward. In response, Anthony turned around 
to shut the door and turn its lock. 

“Maybe we should barricade it?” Maggie 
suggested. 

Anthony propped his shotgun against the 
wall and told her to help him. Together, they 
quickly moved the TV hutch in front of the 
door. Below, something was moving around, 
stepping on the broken glass and making it 
scratch against the hardwood floors. 

Anthony looked toward the windows, 
considering an alternate route of escape. 
Upstairs, he hadn’t bothered to cover them, 
thinking their height equaled safety. He 
moved toward one and looked out across the 
yard. From this view, he saw a multitude of 
creatures closing in. He cursed and lowered 
his head for a moment, praying for his family. 
Maggie saw it and shuddered. Clearly, their 
end was near. 


On the first floor, one of the creatures stepped 
over the shredded carcass of an 
unrecognizable Jim-Jim, having used it to 
break through the window. Blood was still 
pooling from the mangled remains, painting 
the bottom of the creature’s feet red. As a 
result, the thing proceeded to track evidence 
of its kill across the floor. 

Behind it, another monster climbed 
inside, cocking its head from side to side as it 
tried to listen for the family. To help its sense 
of radar, it began to tap its knuckles across the 
wall as it moved down the hall. After a 
moment of pause, both creatures turned 
toward the stairs, hungry and ready for their 
next meal. 
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Maggie kissed her brother on the temple and 
told him to get off the bedside to ready 
himself. She then turned to her shrunken 
mother and shook her shoulder gently. 

“Mom, get up. We don’t have time for 
you to do this.” 

Anthony looked back at them but said 
nothing. He just watched with his shotgun in 
hand. 


Jean didn’t move, didn’t blink. She 
appeared petrified. 

Maggie shook her harder. “Mom.” 

Nothing. 

“Mom.” 

Still nothing. 

“Mom, get up!” 

Maggie wasn’t having it anymore. They 
needed to fight, or they’d be killed instantly. 
Angry with Jean, she stormed over to the 
window and swung it open. Her father spun 
around and shouted, “Don’t!” 

Maggie ignored him. She lifted the rifle, 
peered through the scope, and lined its 
crosshairs over a patrolling creature. Briskly, 
she pulled the trigger. The force of the recoil 
knocked her back a step, but she’d planted a 
round through her target’s shoulder, bringing 
it down behind a puff of blood. 

Having seen the shot, Anthony steadied 
his daughter and patted her on the shoulder. 
“Well, shit. Don’t stop now,” he told her, 
turning back to the door. They could now hear 
heavy movement on the stairs. 

Isaac tried to steady his breathing. He 
couldn’t believe it had come to this. He was 
too young to fight aliens. He was too young to 


die! Would his dad and sister be able to 
protect him? Obviously, he couldn’t rely on 
his mother for anything; she was still lying 
immobile beside the twin machetes. Isaac 
contemplated taking them for himself—he 
rather have the blades than the bat—but 
thought it would look horrible of him to do so. 

Outside the bedroom door, something 
was tapping. 

Isaac’s father leveled the shotgun, ready 
to fire. By the window, Maggie killed another 
monster. That was three, now. At least, 
someone was leveling the playing field for 
them. 

The tapping moved to _ the brass 
doorknob, almost teasingly with melody. Then 
everything went quiet. Even Maggie seemed to 
notice the change of atmosphere and looked 
over her shoulder from the window. Her 
mouth moved, but no words came out. 

Isaac took a deep breath and let it out 
nice and slow. He readied the bat in his hands 
and took a defensive stance. If he was going to 
die young, then he was going to die swinging 
like a motherfucker. 

A moment later, the bedroom door caved 
inward several inches against the hutch as two 


of the creatures rammed it from the other side. 
Anthony angled himself several steps to the 
left and aimed his shotgun through the 
amassing of splinters, trying his best to line up 
a safe shot. 

“Leave us alone!” he shouted, pulling the 
trigger. The blast was loud, like a crack of 
thunder. 

Something sounded in his head then, 
high pitched and painful. He gasped in 
surprise, and nearly fell backward. As he 
struggled to shake away the ringing, he 
noticed his whole family responding to it as 
well. 

Was the creature screaming 
telepathically? 

Anthony fought the pain as best he could 
and raised his shotgun once more. “Shut the 
fuck up!” he growled, pulling the trigger 
again. The screeching cut off abruptly as 
something thudded to the hallway floor. Their 
heads immediately cleared. 

“T think you got it, Dad,” Isaac said from 
near the bed. 

Anthony heard clicking then, like some 
sort of spoken language. But, like the scream, 
it was a telepathic voice that seemed to 


burrow inside his brain. As Anthony turned to 
his son, he reloaded the shotgun and asked, 
“Do you hear that, too?” 

Isaac nodded, confused. 

From the bed, Jean sat up. “They’re 
talking,” she said, her lips barely moving. 

Anthony turned back to the door and 
inched closer. Through its destruction, he 
could see small sections of the hall. Taking a 
deep breath, he slid the barrel of his shotgun 
into the largest hole, holding it tightly. When 
nothing attacked, he looked back at his family. 

“Do you think they left?” 

The window frame burst then, knocking 
Maggie backward. As she fell, the rifle twisted 
behind her and fired inside the room. The 
bullet punctured her father’s bicep, shoving 
him against the splintered door. A clawed 
hand immediately appeared from the other 
side, grabbing hold of his face and jerking him 
against the door in an attempt to pull him 
through its wreckage. 

Maggie rolled over and screamed for her 
father, but she was quickly thrown against the 
wall by the creature that had leaped through 
the window. As she tried to recover, she saw 
the monster charge her little brother with its 


head lowered and its hands outstretched, as if 
to embrace him. Isaac screamed and swung 
the barbed-wire bat, slashing the creature 
across the face. The thing stumbled sideways 
in surprise and opened its hidden mouth, the 
jaw unhinging some ten inches instantly. 

“Fuck!” Maggie shouted as she crawled to 
the rifle and snatched it up. 

From the doorway, the other creature had 
widened the hole enough to pull her father up 
from his feet. He was now halfway into the 
hall, his upper half concealed from her place 
on the floor. She tried to decide where to fire 
first and chose the monster nearest her 
brother. She lined up the scope with the side 
of the creature’s head = and _ fired. 
Unfortunately, it had moved at the same 
moment, lunging forward at Isaac. The bullet 
zipped through the wall instead. 

Maggie yelled for her brother to duck, 
but the creature had already grabbed him by 
both arms and was holding him in the air as 
its mouth continued to grow. Maggie quickly 
lined up the shot again and pulled the trigger. 
This time the bullet met its mark and blew the 
monster’s brains out across the bed and her 
frightened mother. Without waiting to see 


what happened next, she turned the gun 
toward the door to find her father’s legs 
sticking up around the hutch, convulsing as 
blood sprinkled on his jeans. Whatever was 
happening, it seemed final. 

Maggie tried to keep her head in the 
game and picked herself up. Isaac was doing 
the same, stunned by the encounter but still 
moving. 

“ANTHONY!” 

That was her mother screaming 
hysterically as she jumped off the bed and 
rushed over to the door. Before Maggie could 
stop her, Jean had yanked the hutch over 
enough to reach the brass knob. She 
immediately pulled open the door to reveal 
what horror was taking place on the other 
side. 

Anthony—half in and half out of the 
destroyed door—was missing his head and 
part of his chest. His arms were severed on the 
floor in large pools of blood, and the creature 
was currently grinding up some large chunk of 
the man in its mouth. The shotgun was 
abandoned by its feet, forgotten. 

Without hesitation, Jean screamed at the 
creature in despair, grabbed the shotgun, and 


pulled hard on both of its triggers. The 
monster’s head exploded in a dark sludge that 
painted the hall as its body crumpled to the 
floor. Jean stumbled backwards into the 
bedroom and dropped the emptied shotgun as 
she went. Her husband was dead, as was the 
creature in the hall. But that didn’t mean the 
fight was over. 

“Mom, we’ve got to go,” Maggie said, 
rushing to her side. Isaac came up beside him 
a moment later, visibly shaking. 

Jean nodded but didn’t say a word. 

Maggie looked down the hall and saw it 
was clear. She wondered if more of the 
creatures were downstairs, waiting patiently 
for them. It then occurred to her that only one 
of the bastards had been in the hall when her 
mother attacked; so, where was the other one, 
the one her father had injured? They’d heard 
its screams, but there was no second corpse at 
the door. 

Maggie hoped the creature was off 
someplace dying. 

“Where are we going?” Isaac asked her. 

Maggie turned to see both her mother 
and brother waiting for a game _ plan. 
Everything was up to her now. 


She thought of the old zip line at the edge 
of their property. Growing up, she had used it 
plenty with her friends. But Isaac was scared 
of the homemade contraption, so it had gone 
untouched for several years. She wondered if 
it was still safe to use. What other choice did 
they really have, short of making a mad dash 
for the car? She imagined their vehicle was 
being watched closely, cutting off any obvious 
means of escape. 

Maggie licked her lips as she tried 
making up her mind. She needed to see how 
things looked downstairs first, she decided. 

“Keep close to me,” she told them, hoping 
her rifle was still loaded. She had no 
knowledge of how to check its clip for 
ammunition and decided it would be best to 
take her father’s revolver as well. As best she 
could, she fished the gun from his holster 
without looking at his mangled upper half. 
Once she had the extra weapon in hand, she 
passed it over to her mother. 

“We'll make our way downstairs and out 
the back door. Remember the old zip line? 
We’re going to take that down the mountain.” 

Isaac’s eyes were wide with terror. “And 
then what?” 


Maggie shook her head. “Ill figure that 
out as we go.” 

Jean said, “What if there are more of 
these things downstairs or out back?” 

“Then start shooting.” 

“T don’t have a gun,” Isaac whimpered. 

Maggie pointed to the bed. “Get those 
machetes. They’re better than the bat.” 

Isaac appeared happy with the suggestion 
and did as he was told. 

“This isn’t going to work,” Jean 
whispered the moment her son moved away 
from them. 

Maggie looked her hard in the eye. “Don’t 
shut down on us again. We can’t just wait here 
to die.” 

Jean nodded, her cheeks stained with 
tears. 

Isaac returned with the sharpened blades, 
eager to use them. His mother picked up the 
bat instead, inspected the weapon, and sobbed 
a little. 

Maggie looked down the hall once more 
and took a deep breath. 

“Here goes nothing.” 

When they reached the stairs, she had 
them pause and listen. There was no 


movement below them, nor were there any 
alien sounds rattling inside their heads. The 
coast seemed to be clear, but Maggie doubted 
it. She whispered for them to keep up their 
guard one last time before beginning her 
descent as the head of the group. 

Turning in the direction of the back, they 
soon came upon Jim-Jim and the broken glass 
of the window. Jean cursed under her breath. 
Isaac began to cry and breathe heavily. 
Maggie licked her lips and raised the rifle at 
the ready for anything lying in wait. Still, it 
was quiet. That missing bastard from upstairs 
had to be somewhere. What were the chances 
it had actually retreated to the woods to die? 

“Wait here a moment,” she told them, 
inching closer to the window and looking 
outside. The world seemed still, as if she were 
looking upon a painting instead. She didn’t 
like it. Their house had been attacked by a 
fairly large group, but only a handful of the 
creatures had been killed. There were 
certainly others. No way had they left. 

Across the way, perhaps four hundred 
yards or so, was the decline of their property 
in the woods. A makeshift tower stood at the 
edge, marking the start of the zip line. There, 


they’d find a trunk of harnesses and latches for 
the cable. It occurred to Maggie then that their 
path could be obstructed in areas; years had 
passed, after all. It wasn’t like the family had 
done a wide berth for the clearing all that time 
ago. Could it have overgrown already? She 
could see the cable, which meant it was still 
fixed to both points. But that didn’t mean 
there wouldn’t be some tree branches looking 
to swipe them along the way. 

“What do you see?” her mother asked 
from several feet back. 

“Nothing that’s moving.” 

“Thank God.” 

“I don’t ... I doubt it’s clear, Mom. I bet 
they’re hiding and waiting.” 

“Should we go one at a time then?” 

Maggie had considered it. She’d stay back 
for them to make a run for the line while she 
fired off shots at whatever attacked. Once they 
were on their slide down the mountain, it 
would be her turn. But for that to realistically 
happen, she’d probably have to clear the yard 
at the very least. How else would she get the 
time to put on a harness and jump without 
first being torn to shreds? 

Is this the end? 


It seemed possible she wouldn’t be 
surviving the escape. Assuming they weren’t 
alone, which seemed like a safe bet. 

“Shit.” 

“What’s wrong?” her mother asked. 

“What isn’t?” she laughed, her nerves 
getting the best of her. “Okay, look. You two 
make a mad dash for the tower. Get in your 
gear and jump. All as quickly as possible. I'll 
hang back to shoot at whatever tries to follow. 
You may want to close your eyes on the line, 
because there will probably be trees in the 
way.” 

Isaac stepped up beside her with widened 
eyes. “What about you?” He looked pale. His 
cheeks were damp and red from crying. He 
looked at least five years younger, despite the 
machetes he was holding at his sides. 

Maggie noted them and sighed. “You 
might lose one or both of those on your trip 
down the mountain, as much as I hate to 
admit it.” 

“You didn’t answer my question.” 

“T will fight off whatever is here, and 
then join you guys at the bottom.” 

“You promise?” 

“As much as a promise can mean 


anything these days.” 

Isaac inhaled with a shudder. He was 
clearly unhappy with the plan, but what else 
could they do? 

Maggie readied her rifle—hoping again 
that it had ammunition remaining—and told 
them to go. Jean and Isaac exchanged looks, 
counted down from three, and hurried out the 
broken window. Right from the start, they had 
an injury. Jean slashed open her thigh on 
some glass and dropped to her good knee. 
Isaac paused a few feet ahead of her and 
looked back. Maggie cursed and yelled for him 
to go for the zip line. Isaac ran as fast as he 
could. Maggie caught movement to the right 
and swung her scope to meet the injured 
monster from upstairs. Its whole side was 
bloody and shredded, but still it came running 
from the playground. Maggie lined up her shot 
and pulled the trigger. The creature spun 180 
degrees and toppled to the ground. 

“Hurry!” she shouted at Isaac as he 
reached the trunk of gear. 

Jean was now limping her way toward 
the zip line as well. Maggie quickly and 
carefully climbed through the window to 
improve her view of the area. She could hear 


buzzing inside her head, alerting her that one 
or more of the creatures were nearby. She 
scanned the trees as best she could before 
hearing a thud from above. She turned around 
and looked up just as one of the things 
launched itself off the roof. Like a cat, it 
landed with ease, just feet from Maggie’s 
mother. 

“No!” she screamed, pulling the trigger 
one again. This time, there was only a click. 
She was empty. 

Jean stopped in her path and guarded 
herself with the bat. Beyond her, Isaac had 
connected himself to the line and was looking 
back at his mother. Maggie shouted for him to 
go, but he wouldn’t make the jump. Maggie 
threw aside the rifle and brought forth her 
father’s revolver. She moved forward with it 
held before her, trained on the creature as it 
took a swipe at her mother, knocking her onto 
her back. Maggie fired three quick shots, 
taking down her target. She then helped her 
mother up and roughly shoved her in the 
direction of the tower. 

“GO!” 

As her mother limped quickly toward her 
son, Maggie turned to face the yard. She 


looked around them, hoping there weren’t any 
more of the monsters coming. With three 
bullets down, she probably had only three to 
go. She needed to use them well. It was bad 
enough that they’d likely be defenseless by the 
time they reached the bottom of the mountain. 
She didn’t even know if the area below was 
clear. They could be dropping into a worse 
position than the one they had at the house. 

Don’t think that way, she told herself, 
looking toward the tower. Her brother was 
now speeding down the mountain with their 
mother about to jump. 

“Maggie, let’s go! It’s clear!” 

She seemed to be right. Nothing else had 
caught Maggie’s eye, nor was there any 
buzzing in her head. She finally turned and 
ran for the tower, waving her hand for her 
mother to go ahead with her jump. Jean 
listened and zipped away into the trees, 
vanishing a moment later. Maggie reached the 
trunk and looked inside. As she fitted her vest, 
she continued to scan her surroundings. She 
felt watched. 

I probably always will, she figured. Now 
that they were abandoning the house, they 
were out in the open for whatever had 


swarmed mankind. 

As she went to attach her link to the 
cable, she realized her latching mechanism 
was broken. Frantically, she returned to the 
crate and shifted around its contents. There 
were no replacements. 

Now what?! 

Maggie looked back toward the house. 
Out of sight and around the front was her 
father’s truck. She wasn’t a confident driver 
yet, but she’d had some practice. The problem 
was Anthony had kept the keys hidden from 
the family, in hopes no one disobeyed him by 
leaving the house. Though Maggie knew many 
of his hiding spots, she’d already checked 
them a few days earlier. Which left her to 
wonder if her father had simply kept them on 
his person at all times. 

“Oh, God ...” 

What other choice did she have? Take the 
mountain on foot? 

She returned inside the house and up the 
stairs to where her father’s corpse remained. 
This was the first time she’d looked at it 
without a lens of active adrenaline. The 
gruesome sight made her vomit. Once she got 
ahold of herself, she blindly shuffled through 


her father’s pockets with her head turned 
upward. By the time she was finished, she’d 
located the keys and several shells for the 
shotgun. Before leaving, she collected the 
weapon and loaded it. She looked around for 
anything else of use but didn’t want to spend 
too much time inside the house. She was sure 
her father had more ammunition stored 
someplace, but she needed to get going. 
Otherwise, her family—what remained of it— 
might decide to hike back up the house in 
search of her. 

Back outside, Maggie moved cautiously. 
There were several monstrous corpses in the 
yard from her time sniping out the window. 
She gave them wide berths, just in case. She 
then climbed into the truck, stationed the 
shotgun in the passenger seat’s leg area, and 
started the engine. With one last look at the 
house in her rearview, she began down the 
mountain as fast as she could without losing 
control. 
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Jean was busy wrapping up her thigh as her 
son kept watch. They were near a collapsed 
and overgrown fort her kids had built at the 


bottom of the zipline years earlier. So far, they 
appeared to be alone, but keeping hidden 
seemed safest. Still there was no sign of her 
daughter. Too much time had passed. She 
feared the worst, but Isaac wouldn’t let them 
leave. He said they should stay there the 
night, at least. By the morning, they could 
give up and go. She couldn’t blame him for 
wanting to wait—of course she wanted to 
believe Maggie was alive. But she doubted it. 
She’d seen what those things did to her 
husband. As far as she was concerned, they 
were all fucked anyway. She hardly cared 
anymore. Something inside her had snapped. 

“Do you know what you’re doing?” her 
son asked. His face was lashed with bloody 
cuts, as were his arms, but nothing that 
needed immediate attention. 

“Applying pressure and keeping the cut 
covered,” she told him. “Not much else I can 
do, is there?” The glass had cut her deeply on 
their way outside. Ideally, she needed stitches. 

Isaac looked blankly at her makeshift 
wrap before turning away to peer beyond the 
woods. There was a stretch of field directly 
ahead of them, followed by a power station. 
No one was in sight. No creatures, either. They 


seemed to be alone, for the moment. 

Jean eyed her son. He was still a kid, 
maybe hitting puberty. It was hard to tell, 
because he wouldn’t talk to her about it. 
Anthony probably knew, but he was no longer 
around to ask. Either way, her boy was too 
young to die. Both of her kids were too young 
to die. None of them should be facing this 
apocalypse, and yet they were. God must have 
been having a good laugh about it all. A great 
flood was so last year. He needed something 
more eventful and bloody this time around. 

“We can’t just stay here,” she said, trying 
to stand. 

“Why not?” 

“Tm hungry. Aren’t you?” 

Isaac thought for a moment. “No. I feel 
sick, if anything.” 

Jean nodded and looked toward the 
power station. Surely, there was a small office 
somewhere on the property. Maybe with a 
miniature fridge? 

“Will you be okay if I leave you here to 
go find something?” she asked. 

“You’re going to leave me alone?” He 
looked shocked and disgusted. Jean couldn’t 
blame him. 


“Tll just be right over there,” she said, 
pointing. 

“What’s over there?” 

“Maybe nothing, but I have to check to 
know for sure.” 

Isaac looked at the collapsed fort, as if 
trying to decide if he could burrow into it. 

“Youll be fine. We’re alone here. You can 
hide in that rubble if you want to, but I doubt 
it’s necessary.” 

Isaac looked at her for a long minute, 
studying her, before saying, “What happened 
to you, Mom?” 

Jean felt empty inside. She directed 
herself to kiss Isaac on the forehead before 
turning her back on him to visit the power 
station. As she left, Isaac examined the fort. 
One way or another, he was going to make it 
work. 


7 


She was about halfway down the mountain 
when Maggie had to slam on the brakes to 
avoid running over an injured man in the 
road. He was dragging along a gimp leg and 
holding his side, which was stained in blood. 
When the truck came to a skid several feet 


from him, the man grinned at her through the 
windshield before collapsing onto the 
pavement a moment later. 

Maggie climbed out of the truck with her 
shotgun in hand. She wasn’t going to take any 
chances. Approaching the man slowly, she 
circled him first. Seeing him defenseless, she 
tapped his boot with her foot to see if he was 
conscious or not. When he didn’t move, she 
took a deep breath, placed her shotgun against 
the fender of the truck, and rolled the man 
onto his back. His eyes were closed and there 
was now a growing bump on his forehead 
from the fall. 

“Damn.” 

What was she supposed to do with him? 
The guy had to be in his early twenties and 
weigh fifty more pounds than her, if not more. 
Would she even be able to lift him up into the 
bed of the truck? She could try. If she failed, 
then leave them behind. Finding her family 
was more important than getting this man 
safely out of the road. 

“Dude, wake up, 
with some force. 

The man’s side had several deep trenches 
gouged from it. There was no way he could 


99 


she said, shaking him 


lose that much blood and survive, Maggie 
thought. And the leg he’d been dragging didn’t 
look much better; the limb was clearly broken 
and useless. She wondered how shattered the 
bones were, if they could even be mended. 

“You’re a lost cause,” she said aloud, 
searching the man for anything of use. When 
she came back empty handed, she shook her 
head and returned to the truck with her 
shotgun. She was about to leave when she 
realized she couldn’t. Even if the man was 
likely to die before the night, she couldn’t just 
abandon him here on the mountain road. 
What kind of person would that make her? 

“Damn it!” she said, smacking the 
steering wheel with both hands. She climbed 
back out of the truck, grabbed the man by his 
arms, and dragged him around back. Once she 
had the tailgate dropped, she went about the 
exercise of lifting the man into the bed. It was 
incredibly difficult. More than once, she 
dropped him awkwardly onto the pavement. 
Several minutes passed before she had him 
balanced on the edge of the tailgate. After 
taking a quick breather, she rolled him into 
the bed fully and closed him inside. 

This better not come back to bite me in the 


ass, she thought on her way back to the front. 
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The power station had a perimeter fence with 
barbed wire running along the top. Jean 
walked for several minutes before finding an 
entrance with a chain and padlock. All she had 
was a baseball bat. She’d never tried breaking 
a lock before, but there was a first time for 
everything. She took some swings, but nothing 
changed. In her frustration, she even ran her 
shoulder hard into the gate, hoping to knock it 
open that way. All she accomplished was 
hurting her arm and making her leg even 
worse. Finally, she collapsed in the dirt with 
tears in her eyes from the pain. She needed to 
clean the wound as soon as possible to avoid 
infection. She wasn’t a doctor by any means, 
but she knew this much. Would the office have 
a med kit inside? Possibly. 

“How do I get inside?” she growled, 
examining the fence closely. Maybe she could 
just climb over and damn the consequences. 
She already had one bad cut along her thigh— 
would some barbed wire really make things all 
that much worse? 

Before she could decide, gunshots echoed 


in the distance. She turned in the direction of 
town, but there was little to see from the 
power station. Just road, acreage, and trees. 
She wondered how close the fight was to her. 
There had been two shots in quick succession. 
Then silence. No screams. After waiting a 
minute longer, she returned her attention to 
the fence. 

Maybe she should get the machete from 
Isaac. He came down with one of the two. 
Would its blade be able to cut through the 
chain? Her bat appeared to be useless, so she 
needed another tool. 
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The truck reached the main road ten minutes 
later. After collecting the injured man, 
Maggie’s drive had _ been _ surprisingly 
uneventful. There hadn’t been a single sighting 
of the creatures. Maggie wondered if that 
meant they were all in town or if most had 
already left the area. She hoped for the latter. 
Upon turning onto the main road, Maggie 
tried to remind herself where the zip line 
ended. She knew it wasn’t on this side of the 
mountain, but somewhere near the power 
station. The problem was she hadn’t been 


around those parts in years. The main road 
didn’t pass it directly, she knew that much. If 
only she could use her GPS, but she hadn’t 
brought along her phone. She wasn’t even sure 
if it would work, anyway. 

Pulling off to the side of the road, she 
thought hard about where she needed to go. 
She rolled down the windows for a cross 
breeze as she tried to remember setting up the 
zip line. There was a fort as well, there at the 
bottom. She wondered if it was still standing. 
If so, it seemed likely her family was waiting 
inside for her. Would they stay there for long, 
though? How much time had already passed 
since she’d seen her mother make the jump? 
About half an hour now? 

A knock on the window behind her made 
Maggie scream and jump in her seat. She had 
completely forgotten about the man in the 
back. She grabbed her shotgun, stepped out of 
the truck, and rounded the vehicle with the 
weapon raised. In the bed, her dying 
companion had woken up in a daze. His eyes 
were rolling around sickly, and he looked 
deathly pale as he pulled himself up against 
the side of the bed to look at her. 

“Who are you?” he asked. His words 


came out slurred, as if he were drunk. Maggie 
looked at the welt on his forehead and 
considered the possibility the man _ was 
concussed. 

“Does it matter?” she replied. 

“Why am I in your truck?” 

“Because I saved you, for some reason.” 

“Where’s Elaine?” 

“You were alone in the middle of the 
road.” 

“Fuck.” 

Maggie looked around them to make sure 
they were still alone. The road was quiet and 
empty. Somewhere far off, she heard two 
gunshots, but no screams. The sound wasn’t 
close enough for her to worry. 

“Maybe that was her?” she said. 

“What?” 

“The gunshots.” 

“What gunshots?” The man looked hardly 
awake, like he might collapse any moment. 

“You’re badly hurt,” Maggie told him. “I 
don’t even know why I took you.” 

“Get me to the hospital.” 

“IT don’t know if we’d make it that far, 
honestly. And I have my family to find.” 

“Then I’m going to die.” 


“That’s very possible. I’m sorry.” 

The man blinked several times as he tried 
to focus on her. Then he said, “Where are you 
headed?” 

“The power station. Well, behind it.” 

The man thought for a moment, trying to 
pinpoint the location in his head. Then his 
eyes widened. “No, no. Don’t go there.” 

“Why not?” 

“That’s off Banker Road, right?” 

“T’m not sure.” 

“There’s a bunch of tunnels and caverns 
there now. Those ... things came up around 
those parts. It’s not a safe area.” Having said 
more than he could handle, the man gasped 
for air and slipped down the floor of the bed. 
He held his side for a moment, withdrew his 
hand to view the blood, and then began 
coughing. “Fuck, I’m so dead.” 

Maggie eyed him for a moment. If he was 
right about the power station, then she really 
needed to hurry. This was taking up too much 
of her precious time. “I’ve got to get going,” 
she said, moving back around to the cab. 
“Hang on, because I’ll be driving fast. Or get 
out of here. Whichever seems best to you.” 

The man had passed out again. Realizing 


this, Maggie got behind the wheel and sped off 
in search of the sign for Banker Road. 


10 


Isaac was snug inside the wreckage of his old 
fort when his mother appeared in the field 
beyond the woods. Her limp had grown 
obviously worse, which made him wonder if 
she’d done more damage to her leg during her 
trip. If so, how long could they last with her 
moving this slowly? If anything were to 
attack, she was easy picking. Then Isaac 
worried that, before long, his whole family 
would be gone. Where would that leave him? 
He was just a kid. Alone against these aliens, 
he’d be killed in an instant. He couldn’t do this 
on his own. 

But was having his mother around really 
all that much better? If anything, she now put 
him in more danger because of the way she 
was moving and acting. He couldn’t rely on 
her protection anymore; she’d made that very 
clear. Maybe it would be best for him to just 
leave before she made it back to him. 

Don’t think like that, he told himself. She’s 
your mom! You can’t just ditch her out here. 

Besides, his sister would come. He had no 


doubt in his mind she was still alive 
somewhere. Just because the zip line hadn’t 
worked for Maggie didn’t mean she’d been 
killed in their escape. He bet she was doing 
her best to locate them another way. 

The ground suddenly began to shake, 
snapping Isaac out of his daze. He looked 
across the field to see if his mother was feeling 
it too. Apparently, the quake was even 
stronger near her, because Jean lost her 
balance and fell in the tall grass. Isaac yelled 
out to her, but the rumbling sound was getting 
increasingly louder by the second. Pieces of 
the fort shifted and fell onto Isaac’s back, 
pinning him in place. He gasped for air and 
tried to crawl out of his hiding spot but 
couldn’t break free. 

The whole world seemed to _ be 
shuddering in fear. 
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Jean collapsed as the soil beneath her feet 
began to make waves. She spread her legs 
apart in an effort to find balance and looked 
ahead for her son. She could see the fort, but 
not Isaac. Had he gone off on his own? Why 
would he do that? Unless he’d been attacked 


Jean cursed and began to hurry across 
the field toward the woods. She had only gone 
a quarter of the way before the ground 
suddenly vanished into an enormous hole, 
taking her along with it. The fall only lasted a 
couple seconds, but it amounted to fifty feet or 
so. When Jean struck the mess below, she 
broke her left arm and shoulder, several ribs, 
and her nose. The impact to her face was hard 
enough to leave her unconscious. 
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Isaac screamed for his mother, but she had 
dropped out of the world in the blink of an 
eye. He wondered how far she’d fallen and 
whether she’d survived. Still trapped in the 
crumpled fort, Isaac called for help frantically. 
The ground had stopped shaking, but a 
buzzing had returned inside his head. Which 
meant some of the creatures were close by. It 
started faint but grew steadily louder. He 
couldn’t see anything around him, but he 
remembered something his sister had told 
him: a lot of the monsters had been seen 
climbing up from under the ground or out of 
the oceans. 


There were caverns throughout the state, 
including right beneath him. 
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Maggie found Banker Road and followed it 
until the trees on either side of her gave way 
to fields. She then spotted the power station a 
third of a mile ahead. Behind her, the injured 
man was still and quiet in the rumbling bed of 
the truck. She wondered if he’d died yet. 

As she turned onto the dirt road leading 
up to the station, she took in her surroundings, 
trying to decide where the zip line would have 
ended. Closing her eyes momentarily, she tried 
to picture her house and the mountain from an 
aerial view. When the truck jumped in the air 
enough to make her swerve several times to 
correct her path, she decided it was best to 
keep her eyes open, even if there was nothing 
near them. 

The man had considered this spot a 
ground zero for the town. But she hadn’t seen 
anything. Then again, the grass around them 
was tall in the fields. If there were holes and 
tunnels, would she see them from the road? 

Once she’d pulled up alongside the main 
gate to the power station, she climbed out of 


the truck and called for her mother and Isaac. 
After a long minute of screaming, she gave up 
and decided they weren’t there. Hopefully, 
that meant they’d waited by the fort instead. 
Hopefully, they hadn’t left the area altogether 
in the time she’d been away. 

Figuring the direction of the zip line, 
Maggie returned to the truck and took it off- 
road and into the field. Unlike before, she kept 
her speed limit low to keep them out of any 
hidden holes along the way. As she drove, she 
honked her horn occasionally to see if her 
family would pop out of the trees in response. 
After doing these five or six times, she gave 
up. No one had appeared. If anything, she was 
just alerting the monsters of her location. 

She had just spotted the fort at the foot of 
the trees when an enormous hole appeared 
before the truck. She hit the brakes, but it 
wasn’t good enough. The nose of the truck 
crossed the edge of the fall before coming to a 
halt, and there it began to teeter like hellish 
playground equipment. Within seconds, it was 
sliding forward inch by inch. 

With only another foot to give, it seemed 
likely to Maggie the whole truck would flip 
over into the hole. She had to get out quickly! 


But directly outside her seat was the drop. She 
could try leaving through the door carefully 
and jumping into the grass, but she would risk 
falling into the pit instead. So, she quickly 
opened the partition window and_ began 
squeezing her way out of the cab and into the 
bed of the truck. As her palms hit the cold 
metal that awaited her, the injured man 
stirred near the passenger wheel and opened 
his eyes. When he saw what she was doing, he 
sat up quickly. 

“What the hell is going on?” 

“We’ve got to get out!” she screamed, 
dropping into the bed completely and 
scurrying forward. 

The truck was slipping faster now, its tail 
lifting into the air. 

“Go! Go!” 

Maggie launched herself over the tailgate 
and hit the ground hard, knocking the air from 
her lungs. Behind her, the man tried to escape, 
but was unable to move fast enough. He was 
in the process of pulling himself up when the 
truck flipped over into the pit. Maggie heard 
the man howl in the fall, followed by a crash. 
Once she’d stopped choking for air, she picked 
herself up, dusted herself off, and moved 


closer to the edge of the hole to peer inside. 
Below, she saw the man a few feet away from 
the totaled truck. He appeared to be still alive, 
despite everyone’s best efforts to make him 
dead. 

It was then that Maggie realized there 
was another body below, one that was now 
trapped beneath the truck. 

Her mother! 

Jean’s torso stuck out from the truck 
grotesquely, a splatter of blood surrounding 
her. Her head was tilted to the side with its 
mouth and eyes struck open. But there was no 
more life in that look of pain. She was clearly 
dead, crushed by the truck. And Maggie was 
responsible. 

She screamed, tearing at her hair and 
falling backwards into the dirt and grass. Tears 
ran down her face as her head seemed to split 
open with guilt and loss. Or was _ that 
something else? 

The buzzing was here, and it was getting 
loud. 

Maggie vomited onto the ground from 
the intensity of her cries, not wanting to 
believe she’d killed her own mother. Even 
accidentally, she was still the reason Isaac 


would grow up without either parent. 

Oh, my God, Isaac! 

Maggie picked herself up—a mess of snot 
and vomit and tears—and looked across the 
field for her brother. 

“ISAAC!” 

She could now hear screams from the 
trees. It was him. He was in trouble. 

Maggie began to round the pit, cursing 
herself for having not grabbed the shotgun 
during her escape from the cab. Below, she 
saw the man sit up and scan his new 
surroundings, clearly in a daze. From every 
direction, creatures appeared to surround him. 
Maggie quickly tore her eyes away and moved 
across the field toward the trees, breaking into 
a crooked run. Behind her, the man began to 
scream horribly as the monsters tore into him. 

As the fort neared, Maggie was able to 
spot her brother trapped under its wreckage. 
He was watching her approach with red and 
pleading eyes, wanting to leave as quickly as 
possible. He, too, could hear the buzzing in his 
head and how loud it had become. It was even 
worse than it had been back at the house 
during their attack. How many of these things 
were there then? Maggie tried not to think 


about it. She fell to her knees upon reaching 
Isaac, and desperately flung herself at the 
crumpled structure to free him. It took a 
minute, but he was soon able to wiggle 
himself out into the open. Maggie helped her 
brother to his feet and saw that he was still in 
possession of one of the machetes. She then 
remembered her father’s pistol and brought it 
out before her. They weren’t heavily armed, 
but these two weapons were better than 
nothing. 

“We’ve got to leave,” she told him 
breathlessly. 

“And go where? I think they’re all below 
us.” 

“T think you’re right.” 

Maggie wished they still had the truck. 
How long could they last on foot? 

Her brother yelled her name and shook 
her arm. “Snap out of it! What do we do?” 

“Run,” she said, moving her eyes back 
toward the road. 

“On foot?” 

“Do you have a ride I don’t know about?” 

Isaac looked in the direction of the pit 
and began to whine. The man had long since 
stopped screaming. “We’re not going to make 


it.” 

“We will,” Maggie said, grabbing her 
brother by the hand. “Stick to the trees and 
move toward the road that way. See it? That 
will take us back to town.” 

They began to move, Maggie practically 
dragging her brother to keep him at pace. 

“Then what?” he yelled over the sound of 
breaking leaves. 

“We'll worry about that once we find 
shelter,” she told him, giving his arm a jerk. 
“Now shut up and come on!” 
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In the pit, the man was gone, devoured. What 
had been left visible of Jean had also been 
taken in the frenzy, leaving the pit with 
nothing but a totaled truck and_ several 
puddles of blood and gore. 

The creatures had already moved back 
into the tunnels, their hunger still demanding 
their attention. They could smell children on 
the run, not far. They would give chase from 
below and find more to eat. 


TENEBRIS 


1 


I feel like I could go blind before I’m thirty. 
My eyes are constantly straining against the 
darkness of this small room. Everything is 
blurred around the edges, ill-defined and 
muddy. I only see light when I’m forced to 
please a client. We don’t do anything in this 
room. This is my space, however tiny and 
empty. I have a ragged and moldy twin 
mattress on the floor, a couple of blankets, and 
an overly firm pillow. The window that exists 
is barred on the outside, covered on the inside. 
Occasionally, I am provided with some books 
to read, but I am otherwise left to the tortures 
of my mind. 

Outside my room, there’s a dog with full 
reign of the house. Lately, I’ve thought I could 
make a friend of his. Shane—my captor— 
treats him like shit. I have not seen it with my 


own eyes, but I’ve heard it through my locked 
door and these peeling walls. The dog 
frequently licks him and tries to play, but 
Shane growls and shouts at him, sometimes 
adding physical harm. Why does he even keep 
the dog if he hates it? I would assume it’s to 
guard me, but the poor thing has never shown 
any interest in watching my cell. From time to 
time, I speculate about his breed. He sounds 
quick and heavier than a pup. 

Other times, I wonder if I could leave this 
place with his help. 

Last week, I started feeding the dog under 
the door. My food is usually shit, but Shane at 
least provides me three meals a day. I take 
what I can pull apart into tiny pieces and push 
it under the door when I hear the dog come 
near. He seems pleased with the snacks; I have 
no idea what kind of food he’s getting from 
Shane on a daily basis. But if I can win his 
favor, maybe he can be the means to my 
escape. 


2 


This morning, while Shane was out of the 
house, I was able to receive licks from the dog. 
It was under the door of course, but he 


wiggled his tongue through the tight space in 
order to reach my fingers and show his 
affection. I told him, “Good boy,” and I heard 
his wagging tail slap against the wall. 

The progress—however small it may 
seem to you—fills me with excitement. I think 
I should name him. I’ve never heard Shane call 
him anything other than “you” and “boy.” I 
want to change that. 

Knowing that tonight is probably a client 
visit, I decided to nap for a couple hours. I’m 
always tired thanks to the darkness here. A 
hundred times a day, I rub my eyes as they 
burn and ache. I also need a bath, but Shane 
rarely gives me one. Generally, I’m provided 
baby wipes, deodorant, and _ perfume. 
Whenever my cleanliness does become too 
much of an issue for a client, then Shane takes 
me into the basement where he has a large 
metal tub. He fills it with hot water, washes 
me under the threat of harm if I try anything 
—there’s usually a wrench or a knife nearby— 
and grumbles under his breath the whole time. 

As I lay down my head, I decide to try 
smelling myself. It doesn’t really work, but my 
skin feels oily. So, at the very least, I would 
like a bath. But I doubt Shane will give me 


one. Nevertheless, I have an idea for whenever 
the dog starts to show me loyalty: bath time 
could provide us the opportunity to attack and 
run. 

But first, he needs a name... 
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After a few days have passed, I finally made 
my decision; I will call him Tenebris, which is 
Latin for “darkness.” In that time, I have also 
won him over as much as I possibly can from 
my position locked away. He excitedly checks 
my door during the day, looking for my 
fingers or treats. Even if I don’t have anything 
to give, he allows me to awkwardly scratch 
the tip of his chin - he likes that a lot. 

I talk to him, of course. Sometimes, when 
I do, he will put his nose up against the space 
and smell me loudly. I think he knows I’m 
hurting and scared. He’ll whimper if I get 
choked up. That’s a good sign. It means he 
cares. 

At least, someone does around here. 

I doubt he will learn his name this week, 
but he will eventually know it. Rather than 
say, “Good boy,” today, I am going to start 
saying, “Good Tenebris,” instead. Though I do 


not want to spend another day here, I will 
push through another few to make sure 
Tenebris is ready to run with me. We had a 
bath yesterday, but we weren’t ready for the 
plan yet. That probably means it will be 
another week before we get our next chance. 
I’ve got to make these final days count. 
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Last night, Shane’s client got too rough with 
me. I had been chained to the bed and told to 
struggle. I did. The man was much larger than 
me and was not in danger at all. The chains 
were just long enough to allow him the ability 
to throw me around the bed. He liked 
slapping, choking, and restraining me. I was 
supposed to do the same, but slapping was 
about all I could get away with due to his size. 
Occasionally, he would laugh and_ grin 
stupidly, obviously enjoying his violent 
perversion. I spit in his eye at one point, 
which angered him. He beat on me in 
response. Today, I can barely move. I’m so 
bruised. 

I did, however, learn one good thing from 
the experience. When I started to cry out from 
the pain of the beating, Tenebris ran to the 


door and started scratching against it and 
barking. Shane eventually pulled him away by 
force and tossed him outside, but still— 
Tenebris tried to protect me. 
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When I wake up in the middle of the night— 
very much in pain—I hear Tenebris pacing the 
hallway. The moment I crawl away from my 
mattress toward the door, he hurries over. As 
he starts whipping his tongue through the 
space in search of my fingers, he whimpers 
with excitement. He licks my hand long 
enough that I fall asleep there on the floor 
with him on the other side of the door. When I 
wake at sunrise, I can hear him snoring gently 
in the hall. He never left me. 

After last night’s beating, I doubt Shane 
will book me again until ’'ve been cleaned. My 
bruises are obvious, and I have swollen cuts 
with dried blood. He’ll probably put makeup 
on me to cover some of it. There’s a reason he 
doesn’t have me see the rough guys too often - 
they make more work for him in getting to the 
next sale. I doubt he was looking to bathe me 
again so quickly. 

I wish I was in a better condition for our 


escape, but ’m weak. How will I compensate 
for that in my attack? I can’t help but worry. 

I get into my pathetic bed depressed and 
anxious, running scenarios through my head. 
Shane won’t be up for hours yet, so at least 
I’ve got some time to mull things over. 

Tenebris kicks the door gently in his sleep 
and I smile. 
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Shane shows up with breakfast and—rather 
than just slip it through the doorway and leave 
—enters the room fully and pulls up a chair 
beside the bed. Of course, Tenebris tries to 
break in behind him, but he pushes my dog 
back into the hallway instead. This is the first 
time I’ve had a good look at him, however 
brief. He’s a skinny black lab. No collar or 
anything to show his ownership. 

“Let’s see you,” Shane says, placing my 
breakfast down onto the floor. 

I stand from the mattress and strip naked, 
knowing this is what he meant. 

Shane tells me to turn, and I rotate for 
him on the spot. 

“Shit,” he mumbles, running his hand 
down his face and looking sideways. He sees 


what poor shape I am in. 

“Can I have some pain killer?” I ask, my 
voice raspy from its lack of use. 

He nods and sighs as he stands. “We'll 
give you a bath later today.” With that, he 
leaves the room and locks the door behind 
him. 

I put my clothes back on slowly, trying 
not to stretch too much. I know that it may 
help to do so, but I don’t want the movement 
yet. I rather curl up in bed and sleep. But ’'m 
hungry and have plans to make, so I grab my 
breakfast and start to eat. 

Shane returns a few minutes later with 
my medicine. I use the bottled water he gives 
me with meals and swallow the pills as he 
watches me closely. For what reason, I do not 
know. This is how he always looks at me. 

“You know,” he says. “I think it’s your 
birthday tomorrow.” 

I look up at him. I have no calendar to 
keep track of the days, nor do I know what 
season it is. Judging by the recent use of the 
heating system, the weather must be turning 
cold. My birthday is right before Halloween. 
October the 27th. 

“Tt is?” I ask. 


“Yeah. You'll be twenty-one, right?” 

I shrug. It’s just another number that 
means nothing in this prison. 

“T think we should party.” 

I arch an eyebrow his way. I’m confused. 
This must be a trick. “Party?” 

“Yeah. Have a few drinks. Play some 
cards.” 

“Just you and me?” 

“No. Some friends will come, too.” 

I try to hide my disappointment. If it had 
just been the two of us, running away would 
have suddenly been much easier. But a group 
of drunken men passing me around? I don’t 
want that at all. 

“Can I say, ‘no, thank you?’” 

Shane’s brow furrows. “No. We’re going 
to celebrate your birthday. And you will loosen 
up.” He doesn’t need to say, or else. It is 
clearly implied. 

Once he’s left the room, I return to my 
breakfast. But it’s hard to eat when your 
stomach is twisting with anxiety. I remind 
myself of the bath today and the escape. I’m 
just worried much of it will be improvised. 

Outside my room, Tenebris paws at the 
door gently and whimpers. I go over and stick 


my fingertips under for him. He licks them as I 
tear up some food to pass under next. 
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Shane comes to get me about an hour after | 
have had lunch. The day has moved incredibly 
slowly, but ’m as ready as I’m going to be for 
the fight ahead. When he unlocks the door and 
shows me his revolver, I know it’s time for the 
bath. 

“You know the drill,” he tells me, tossing 
over a blindfold. 

I wrap it around my head and over my 
eyes, accepting the darkness. Next, he will 
lead me down into the basement. I’ve never 
truly seen the layout of the house due to these 
measures he takes whenever I leave the room. 
It’s another reason I worry about my escape. It 
seems that the only way to get out will be to 
kill him. If I fail to do that, surely, he will 
chase and catch me before I figure out where I 
am and need to go. 

But the revolver is scaring me. He doesn’t 
usually use something quite so vicious. I 
wonder if he expects something. 

“Can we listen to music during?” I ask, 
taking a blind step away from my mattress. 


He takes me by the hand and says, 
“Why?” 

“IT miss it.” 

It’s been nearly a year since he’s taken 
me. If tomorrow is my birthday, then it will be 
my anniversary here in just a few days. I 
haven’t heard music in all that time. 

As he leads me down the hall, I wonder 
where Tenebris has been placed. If he were 
around, surely, he’d be following and licking 
my hands. But I can’t hear him. He must be 
outside. I wonder if Shane has a backyard with 
a fence or if he chains up Tenebris to keep him 
from running away. 

“If we listen to music,” Shane says. “It 
will be my music.” 

“What is your music?” I ask, brushing up 
against a wall without meaning to. 

“Metal.” 

I try not to smile. Something loud is just 
what I wanted. 

“T used to listen to metal,” I say, trying to 
keep the conversation going. The more at ease 
Shane feels, the more likely I'll be able to 
catch him off guard. 

Shane doesn’t reply. We’ve reached the 
first staircase and are going down the steps 


slowly. My right hand glides across the 
banister. Once we reach the foyer, we will go 
around the corner and through a door. Then 
it’s the basement stairs, which are cold stone. 
I’m not wearing shoes, so the temperature and 
texture change will come as a momentary 
shock for me. It always does. 

I will feel worse once we’re actually in 
the basement, though. The floor there is 
cracked in places, and often damp. I will be 
dying for the heat of the tub by the time we 
reach it. 

As we walk, I try to keep my ears open. I 
want to hear Tenebris somewhere, but I don’t. 
He must be outside. I pray that Shane didn’t 
get rid of him this morning. I pray he doesn’t 
know that his dog favors me over him. 

Once we reach the basement stairs, I wait 
to hear the door shut behind us. Though he 
never locks it, he always closes it. This time he 
doesn’t bother. ’m surprised, but thankful. 
Maybe he’s not worried about me screaming 
up the stairs this time because there’ll be 
music playing. The benefit of his metal will 
work both ways, however. I doubt he’s 
realized that yet. 

At the tub, he removes my blindfold. The 


first time he bathed me, he tried to keep it on. 
But the moment he had to clean my hair, the 
water pulled it down. Now he doesn’t care if I 
see the basement; he keeps it relatively empty 
save the tub and a couple unmarked boxes. He 
also likes me to have my eyes open so that he 
can remind me of his weapon whenever I 
move too much. 

The water is especially hot today, but I 
savor its burn. If my escape leads to me 
running naked outside, then I’m going to want 
this warmth soaked through to my bones. 

“Don’t get out,” Shane tells me as he 
walks away. I watch as he goes under the 
stairs and brings out an old boombox. I 
haven’t seen one in years. I feel pleasant 
nostalgia as he plugs it in against the wall and 
opens the CD tray. He checks the title of the 
album inside, smirks, and then closes the lid 
once more. 

“What is it?” I ask, sliding myself under 
the water up to my chin. 

“Let’s see if you can guess,” he says, 
pressing PLAY. 

I recognize “Everything Went Black” soon 
after it starts. It’s been a couple years since the 
last time I heard it, but it quickly comes back 


to me. 

“Black Dahlia Murder,” I say, closing my 
eyes and enjoying the audio barrage. 

“Very good,” Shane grunts, returning to 
the tub. 

I can barely hear him over the music. 
Luckily, he’s turned it up fairly loud. 

“My brother got me started on this album 
when I was in middle school,” I tell him. 
“When he first started driving, Nocturnal 
would always be playing. My friends hated it, 
but my brother and I bonded over it.” 

Shane nods as he watches me run the bar 
of soap down my arms. He usually does this 
himself, but he must be feeling generous 
today. He’s giving me more freedom than 
usual. He will live to regret it. 

Wait. Scratch that. Maybe he won’t. 

“T know,” he says after a moment, mostly 
to himself. 

I look over at him, confused. “What did 
you say?” 

Shane shakes his head. “Nothing.” 

I look back at the water, thinking. Did 
Shane know my brother? Are we still in the 
Tri-County area? If so, that could explain how 
he managed to drug and kidnap me so easily. 


The next song is Job for a Cowboy. 
Clearly, we’re listening to some teenage mix 
Shane made years ago. It’s starting to disturb 
me how much his taste in music reminds me 
of my brother’s. But I keep my mouth shut, 
not wanting to spook him. If he suspects I may 
start a fight due to an emotional reaction, he 
could choose to use his gun. 

Which reminds me, how will I get that 
from him? 

“Don’t forget the blood,” he tells me, 
pointing lazily at my head. 

On the side, above my right ear, is a cut. 
The hair there is matted down and stiff. I dunk 
my head under water and stay that way for as 
long as I can take it, half expecting Shane to 
pull me up at some point. When he doesn’t, I 
come back up to find out why he’s never made 
a move on me. While I was under, he was 
stripping beside the tub. The stool he has set 
up is now covered in his clothing. Shane is in 
the process of unrolling a condom over his 
erect penis as he wipes the water from my 
eyes. 

Without thinking it through, I quickly 
throw myself out over the side of the tub and 
land on the gun. Shane reacts immediately, 


though, and punches me in the back of the 
head as I fumble to get the revolver in my 
hands. My face smacks hard into the concrete 
in response, dazing me. As the floor spins and 
swirls before me, I fight the urge to throw up. 
Shane is saying something behind me, but I 
can’t hear him. His words and the music have 
blended together into a muddy sequence of 
high and low beats. I can hardly distinguish 
the two. 

I try to lift myself but can’t. I fall back 
down and begin to cry. Can Tenebris hear me? 
Does he suspect or sense’ anything? 
Instinctively, I begin to scream as loud as I 
can. I can hardly believe how badly things 
have taken a turn. As Shane grabs me by the 
hips and slides me toward his naked form, I 
curse myself for assuming he didn’t have it in 
him to rape me himself. 

I wasn’t prepared for this possibility. I 
cannot let him inside me. 

Through a slender, draft window above 
the boombox, I suddenly hear Tenebris 
barking. Somehow, it sounds as if the music is 
now dissolving in favor of our communication. 
I know what I must do now that I have 
confirmation of his proximity. I scream for 


Tenebris repeatedly as I struggle against 
Shane’s grip. Frustrated, he punches me in the 
back of the head, demanding that I still my 
body for him. Dazed, I fling my legs at him in 
hopeful kicks. One swipes his testicles, 
infuriating him. He relinquishes my hips, but 
instead jumps onto my back to grab my hair 
once more. 

Before I can shake him, he slams my face 
into the concrete again. Everything goes black. 
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I haven’t been out for long, I don’t think. 
When I start to open my eyes again, I find that 
I am still on the concrete floor of the 
basement, dripping wet. But several things 
have changed; the boombox has been knocked 
over and is no longer playing, and Shane is no 
longer straddling my back. As I try to right 
myself, sound returns to me. I hear a struggle, 
coupled with screams. I roll over slowly to 
look behind me, my head throbbing painfully. 

Some five feet beyond the tub is Shane 
wrestling Tenebris across the floor. My good 
boy is clearly winning. The gun has been 
knocked to the side, out of Shane’s reach. His 
shrink-wrapped dick lies near my arm in 


bloody shreds. Tenebris appears to be digging 
into Shane’s neck hungrily while my captor 
fights to push him off. His screams have 
become garbled with flowing blood. 

I use the tub to stand myself up, but I’m 
unsteady. The room tilts from side to side, 
warning me to take it easy. Once I have 
straightened, I look at the gun and approach it 
slowly. As I plié to pick it up, Shane’s bulging 
eyes turn on me. He tries to say something, 
but nothing comes out of his mouth but blood. 

I stand with the gun and approach them. 
Tenebris lets go of Shane to join my side 
instead. Shane is at our feet, critically 
wounded and in no shape to fight back. Aside 
from my probable concussion, it looks like I 
will be walking out of here without the 
blindfold. I know I should be happy, but right 
now I feel exhausted and scared. I know what 
must happen for me to ever sleep soundly 
again. I have to kill Shane. 

He tries to beg me, but again it’s just the 
gurgling of blood I hear. His outstretched hand 
is pleading, but I ignore it. ’ve never used a 
gun before, so I look it over in my hands. Is 
there a bullet in the chamber? Is it cocked, or 
whatever the expression is? I don’t know. But 


there’s only one way to find out. 

I aim it at Shane’s head and pull the 
trigger. His brain blows out the back of his 
skull in little pieces, painting the far wall. He 
stops moving, aside from the twitching of his 
fingers. The hole in his forehead looks small, 
but I imagine the exit wound is larger for it to 
have sprayed so much gore. 

I feel like vomiting but keep myself 
together. I lower the gun and then look down 
at my naked skin, having forgotten my wet 
state. There are no clothes for me down here, 
not unless I take Shane’s. I consider it for only 
a second before making my decision. I don’t 
want anything of his touching me. Tenebris 
doesn’t count; he is mine. I ruffle the hair 
around his ears and tell him he’s a good boy. I 
want to bend down and hug him, but my head 
is swollen. I need a hospital. 

Before we head upstairs, I search Shane’s 
pockets with some difficulty, trying to bend as 
little as possible. Once I’ve found his phone, I 
pat my thigh to signal Tenebris to follow. 

It takes us several minutes to return to 
my room for my clothes. Once I’ve dried off 
and gotten dressed, an hour has passed. So far, 
no one has come knocking on the front door. 


The gunshot must have gone unheard. Not for 
the first time since my kidnapping, I wonder 
where I am. 

When we step outside, it’s onto a porch 
overlooking a farm. I can see the road, but it’s 
a good half mile from the house. A car goes 
by. I doubt the driver even took notice of me. 

I look down at Tenebris and begin to cry 
quietly. “Thank you, boy,” I tell him. 

He licks my hand and wags his tail. 

I use Shane’s phone to call for an 
ambulance and the police. 
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I know this hospital. We never left the Tri- 
County area. In fact, Shane’s farm was located 
just outside my neighborhood. He must have 
known my brother. He must have watched me 
from afar before making his move. 

Once [’m hooked up in a bed and 
receiving a proper examination, the police call 
my parents to tell them I’ve been found. It’s 
crazy to realize I don’t know what they look 
like anymore. My memories and senses have 
been dulled so much by the trauma of this past 
year. I’m also sure that Shane has drugged me 
numerous times. I worry about the lasting 


effects they may have on me in the years to 
come. 

Somewhere in the hospital, the police 
have Tenebris. I tell them he’s my dog and not 
to let anything happen to him. Though I’m 
eager to see my family, I think I’m more 
drawn to seeing Tenebris again. I don’t want 
him away from me. Not ever. I feel undone 
without him by my side. The cop that led him 
away from my stretcher seems to understand. 
He promised me that Tenebris would be 
waiting when I got out. 
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Today, I am twenty-one. I am free. I am 
returning home. And Tenebris is in the 
backseat of the car with me, his head resting 
in my lap. 

Together, we will heal and survive. 


SWALLOWED 


1 


“Man, have you seen this?” 

Kevin paused in the school hallway to 
throw an annoyed look over his shoulder. His 
friend, Blane, was examining one of the many 
flyers posted along the stone walls. Kevin had 
already seen and examined it earlier; this 
particular flyer was posted all throughout the 
school. 

“Yeah. The first carnival in a while, 
right?” he said, moving to the side of the hall 
as students continued to run their shoulders 
into him to make a point. 

Blane tore down the flyer, removing its 
corners and leaving them taped to the wall. “I 
haven’t been to one since we were, like, ten.” 
He scanned the details and grinned. “We could 
sneak in some beer! I bet the carnival is fun 
when you're drunk.” 


Mick appeared beside them and snatched 
the flyer out of Blane’s hand. “Or stoned.” 

“Aren’t you on the wrong end of the 
school?” Kevin asked him. 

“Drama class isn’t really monitored. I’m 
usually late or leave early.” Mick spotted 
something on the flyer and grunted. “Dude! 
They’ve got it at Mr. Firth’s old place!” 

Kevin hadn’t noticed that detail earlier. 
His stomach sank a little. “The farm?” 

“Yeah, man. Remember, the bank owns it 
now.” 

“Whatever happened to Mr. Firth?” Blane 
asked, lounging his back against the wall and 
admiring the girls as they passed. 

“Moved in with his daughter,” Kevin said. 
“Last I heard. My parents used to talk to him a 
lot when he still lived around here.” 

“That farm is wicked,” Mick _ said, 
handing the flyer back to Blane. “Like, 
haunted or some shit.” 

“Not this again,” Blane said, rolling his 
eyes. 

“Remember when they used to do corn 
mazes there in the fall? Two years in a row, 
someone vanished. That’s why they stopped 
doing it.” 


Kevin bit his tongue as his friends argued 
the details. He’d experienced something 
surreal on Mr. Firth’s farm over the summer 
with a guy he’d been seeing. They’d gone out 
into the field by the woods together to drink 
and make themselves a fire. Everything was 
going great until Kevin went to take a piss in 
the bushes. When he returned, James was 
gone, leaving behind his hat and _ glasses, 
scattered several feet apart. There was no 
trace of him anywhere. A day later, his 
disappearance was all over the news. Kevin 
had never told anyone—the police included— 
that he’d been the last to see James. 

Mick shoved Blane harder against the 
wall. “It’s true, dude. Even Firth’s wife went 
missing there.” 

“That’s bullshit,” Blane said, jumping 
back a step as Mick swept a hand toward his 
face. “She just took off because Mr. Firth was 
cheating on her.” 

Kevin tried his best to ignore them by 
checking his watch. The bell was about to 
ring. “I’m going to get to class. Pll see you 
guys later.” He hurried off as the halls began 
to empty. 


After school, Kevin found his friends hanging 
outside his car, waiting, and sneaking drags 
from their cigarettes. 

“You get caught, you’re expelled,” he 
reminded them on approach. 

“That’s why you do it all sly-like,” Mick 
said with a stupid grin. 

Kevin watched him take another drag and 
realize it was weed he was smoking. “Or even 
better, you'll get arrested,” he added. 

“Relax, Kev. I won’t bring it in your car.” 

“Where are we going?” 

“The carnival,” Blane said. “Duh.” 

“It opens tonight,” Mick said with a 
cough as he waved smoke away from his face. 
“Through the weekend. First night is always 
the best, right?” 

Kevin shrugged. The truth was he didn’t 
want to go. He’d avoided the farm ever since 
losing James. It gave him the creeps. 

“You’re going, aren’t you?” Blane asked. 
“My brother will get us beer. I think he’s going 
later in the weekend. We'll drink, play some 
games, eat some carny food, pick up a chick or 
two...” 

Kevin cocked his eyebrow. “Right...” 

“Man, you know what I mean. Get 


whatever tail you prefer.” 

Kevin laughed and shook his head. 
“Yow’re an idiot. Both of you.” 

Mick threw open his arms. “What did I 
say?” 

Kevin unlocked his car and climbed in. 
His friends did the same a moment later, after 
ditching their smokes. They smelled horrible, 
so he rolled down the windows. He didn’t 
need his parents smelling cigarettes in his car, 
let alone weed. 

“What time does it open?” he asked them 
with some trepidation. 

Blane tried to get comfortable in the back 
seat. He was a tall, slender kid who had 
trouble with sedans. “Seven, I think.” 

“What are we doing until then?” 

“Call of Duty,” Blane trumpeted from the 
passenger’s seat. 

“Alright, calm down,” Kevin _ said, 
pushing his friend against the door. “Take it 
down a notch.” 

“We’ve got to hit my house, though,” 
Mick announced, simultaneously drumming 
his hands against the back of Kevin’s seat. “I 
need different clothes. And maybe a shower.” 

“Definitely a shower,” Blane joked. “But 


seriously, my place, too. For the same reasons. 
And the beer. Can’t forget that.” 

Kevin sighed and reversed his car out of 
its assigned parking space. He wondered if he 
was crazy to be scared of the farm. After all, a 
carnival was going to be there; that meant a lot 
of people keeping an eye on one another. 

What’s the worst that could happen? 
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When it came time to leave, Kevin’s stomach 
was upset. He tried coming up with an excuse 
to stay behind, but his friends wouldn’t hear 
it. They practically dragged him to the car and 
said it was time to go. 

“Tve got the goods,” Blane said as he slid 
into the passenger seat. His bookbag was 
resting at his feet with beer and weed stocked 
inside. His actual school things were dumped 
out at his house when he made the switch 
earlier. 

“You know what rides will be there?” 
Mick asked from the backseat. 

Kevin reversed out of the driveway and 
turned onto the main road. “No clue. But don’t 
carnivals usually have a Ferris wheel?” 

“T hate those things,” Blane grumbled. 


“IT do, too,” Kevin said with a nod. “I hate 
heights, and all those chairs swinging back 
and forth.” 

“Pussies,” Mick sang, still a bit high from 
the joint. “You need to go on the Ferris wheel 
to spot the chicks from above. It’s, like, 
science.” 

Kevin and Blane exchanged looks. 

“Youre a dumbass,” Blane laughed, 
turning in his seat to look back at Mick. 

“How am I a dumbass? I'll get to look 
down all their shirts. It’s a genius plan.” He 
rubbed his hands together and_ grinned. 
“Winning!” 

Kevin rolled his eyes and took note of the 
heavy traffic ahead. The turning lane for the 
carnival was backed up almost a mile already. 
“Shit.” 

Mick unbuckled his seatbelt and squeezed 
his head between Kevin and Blane for a better 
look. “Damn, bro! The thing is just starting 
and there’s already this many people waiting 
to get inside?” 

“Like you all said this morning, we 
haven’t had a carnival around here in years,” 
Kevin reminded them. 

Mick howled happily and sat back in his 


seat. “Dude, there’s going to be so many girls! 
We hit the jackpot.” 

Kevin turned up the stereo to drown out 
his friend, all the while breaking frequently as 
traffic slowly inched toward the farm. 
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The carnival was packed with young bodies. 
Though there were parents in the mix, most of 
the faces Kevin saw he recognized from 
school. People were shoving through the 
crowd with friends, drinking specialty 
lemonades and shakes, eating funnel cakes 
and corndogs, and playing games at the many 
booths scattered across the field. Somewhere, 
they could smell manure, which meant a 
petting zoo was probably nearby; the farm 
hadn’t had any animals of its own since the 
bank’s collection. 

Blane asked, “Where to first?” 

“Do I hear motors?” Mick asked, his eyes 
wide with excitement. “Dude, do they have a 
racetrack here somewhere?” 

Kevin listened, but it wasn’t easy; there 
were many voices and sounds to sort through. 
But Mick was onto something—there were 
revving motors nearby. 


“T think you’re right.” 

“Let’s find it!” 

On their way through the masses, Kevin 
scanned the laughing and smiling faces. He 
wondered if any of them would find misery 
that night. This is exactly why I don’t smoke, he 
reminded himself. He’d taken several drags of 
weed in the parking lot, and now he was 
feeling an intense paranoia. Though his 
anxiety had faded, making his stomach better, 
he now felt a certain dread that he was being 
watched and followed—that everyone at the 
carnival was in danger. 

“There!” 

Kevin snapped out of his dark thoughts 
and saw Mick pointing ahead. Between a 
portable stadium light and a booth challenging 
dart throwers for prizes, Kevin spotted the 
ticket holder. Beyond him, in the clearing 
against the woods—Where I last saw James!— 
was a dirt track surrounded by sections of 
gates and small towers of bald tires. 

Mick hurried to the ticket holder and 
purchased a spot in the next race. There were 
already three others waiting to begin. The 
ticket holder had a screen posted over his 
shoulder with a countdown until the next race. 


There were four minutes remaining. 

As Mick was directed to his go-cart by 
another attendant, Blane asked Kevin if he’d 
be racing. 

“T only see one car left. You go with 
Mick. ll take on the winner,” Kevin replied. 

Blane nodded and hurried to purchase 
the final available seat from the ticket holder. 
As his friends shuffled onto the track and 
prepared themselves, Kevin moved off to the 
side of the gate to watch. There were others 
lining the track to watch as well, most of them 
taking a snack break or waiting for someone 
on a ride. He saw a boy from his Math class 
opposite him, some two hundred feet away. 
He was partly hidden in darkness, due to the 
portable lighting not bathing that part of the 
track very well. But Kevin recognized him, 
nevertheless. It was his crush, Darpan. They’d 
talk occasionally, but Kevin had yet to go out 
with him. Darpan was still very much in the 
closet with his family and friends and scared 
to join Kevin in public. 

Meeting his gaze, Darpan smiled and 
waved shyly at Kevin. 

At the starting line, an attendant began 
his announcement for the next race. Both boys 


turned away from one another to watch. Blane 
was in a car on the far left. Mick was in the 
middle. Both wore ugly helmets and goggles. 
Kevin immediately wondered just how well 
they could see using goggles at night with only 
scattered lights lining their path. He imagined 
there would be a lot of crashing into the 
railings and stacked tires. 

A bullhorn was blown, and the drivers 
growled forward. Immediately, the racers 
were bumping and halting one another on the 
track. After a minute of a frustrating cycle of 
grinding to a stop, they finally separated and 
picked up speed. As they took the second 
bend, Kevin looked for Darpan to see who he 
was cheering on. But Darpan was gone, as 
were the other spectators that had been on 
that side of the track. The gate there was 
completely dark now, stretching for fifteen or 
twenty feet. A bulb must have died, but 
shouldn’t he have been able to still see their 
outlines? It certainly looked as if Darpan and 
the others had abandoned the spot. Kevin 
looked around the track to see if they had 
gone elsewhere—maybe closer to Kevin to 
talk?—but he didn’t spot Darpan anywhere in 
the sea of faces. 


“Damn.” 

When the race was over, Kevin met Blane 
and Mick by the ticket holder. 

“That was pretty hard,” Blane grumbled 
as he neared. “I couldn’t see shit!” 

“Yeah, they need to move more of the 
lighting over here,” Mick added. 

“Which one of you won?” 

“T was ahead of him,” Mick said. “Why? 
Are we going to face off now?” 

“Tf you want.” 

When the two of them returned to the 
ticket holder to purchase their spots, they 
found him hanging a break sign. “We’ve got to 
pause for a bit,” the guy told them, stabbing a 
thumb over his shoulder. “The lights on the far 
side went out. We’ve gotta fix that.” 

“Yeah, no kidding,” Mick snorted. 

They joined back up with Blane and told 
him the news. 

“So, now what?” he asked. 

“The wheel, of course,” Mick | said, 
clapping his friends on their backs. “Time to 
look for a nice pair of tits to take home.” 

Blane smacked Mick in the balls. As they 
fought against the dart booth, Kevin 
considered the Ferris wheel’s advantage; 


maybe he’d be able to spot Darpan from there. 
At least, that would make his torture worth it. 

Ten minutes later, they were in the air, 
overlooking the carnival. Mick was on a bench 
with someone he didn’t know, but Kevin and 
Blane were together. 

“Don’t swing us,” Blane pleaded. 

“Trust me, I wont,” Kevin - said. 
“Remember, I hate heights.” 

“Then why did you come?” 

Kevin turned it back on him. “Why did 
you?” 

“For the same reason Mick is here: girls.” 

Kevin shrugged and began to scan the 
people below them, doing his best not to 
shake the bench in the process. 

“Well?” Blane asked. 

“Huh?” 

“Why did you come up here?” 

“Oh. I’m, uh, looking for someone.” 

Blane elbowed him a bit. “Oh, yeah? Who 
is it?” 

“T'm looking for Darpan, from Calculus.” 

“T don’t have that period with you.” 

“You may not know him.” 

Blane and Mick were in remedial classes, 
whereas Kevin was usually in AP. 


“Ohhh, wait. The Indian kid? Isn’t he, 
like, top of our class?” 

“T couldn’t say,” Kevin shrugged. He 
actually wasn’t sure how well Darpan did in 
school, nor did he care. He was just drawn to 
Darpan in an unexplainable way. He took that 
to be a good sign, like it was fate. 

“Isn’t that him?” Blane asked, pointing to 
a dunking booth. 

Kevin followed his finger. He didn’t see 
Darpan anywhere in the crowd. “Where?” 

“By the trash can.” 

Kevin shook his head. “That’s not him.” 

Blane shrugged. “Oh, well. I tried.” 

Kevin turned his head from side to side as 
the wheel began to move again. When they 
were on the low point of the rotation, he could 
more clearly see the faces of anyone facing 
their direction. He saw people he knew, but 
none of them were Darpan. He sighed. 

“Relax, man. Were you supposed to meet 
him here or something?” Blane asked. 

“No. I just happened to see him at the 
track.” 

“Why didn’t you go talk to him then?” 

“He...” 

He, what? Disappeared? Kevin shuddered 


at the thought. 

Blane nudged him. “Dude?” 

“Sorry. He, uh, was across the track and I 
lost him at some point during the race.” 

“Oh. Well...it’s a crowded carnival, but 
you may find him later.” 

“Yeah.” 

At the top of the wheel once more, Kevin 
decided to look in the direction of the track. 
He wondered if the lights had been fixed yet. 
Instead of a bright track, he saw only darkness 
at the far end of the field. The go-carts and 
gating were barely visible now, and there 
didn’t appear to be a single person attending 
them anymore. 

“Weird.” 

“What is?” Blane asked. 

Kevin pointed. “They shut down the 
track, it looks like.” 

“Oh, shit. ’m glad I got a run.” 

Kevin didn’t like it. Something was off 
about the carnival’s complete abandonment of 
a main attraction. 

When they got off the wheel, Kevin had 
to fight off his urge to return to the track and 
investigate the darkness. Instead, he suggested 
they get some food. 


“We can take it back to the car,” Mick 
said. “And eat with our beer.” 

“Won’t we have to pay to get back in?” 
Blane asked. 

Mick lifted his hand to show the stamp he 
received at the gate. “As long as you didn’t 
wash yours off, we’re good.” 

The guys got a funnel cake, some burgers, 
and soft pretzels. By the car, they all drank 
and smoked, except for Kevin. Though he had 
a beer, he only pretended to drink from it. He 
wanted to keep his head as clear as possible 
moving forward. He was already paranoid 
from the weed earlier; he didn’t want to be 
tipping over and spinning, as well. 

As Blane and Mick talked about a girl 
they’d seen at the pretzel booth, Kevin stared 
off at the carnival barrier. There had to be a 
thousand people inside. Was that an 
exaggeration? He had no clue, but it was even 
more crowded than a football game at the 
school. The parking lot was crammed with 
vehicles, tightly packed side by side with little 
room to open their doors. Another row over, 
he saw several more teens drinking and 
getting rowdy. 

Someone near the barrier began to 


repeatedly yell a name, a little louder each 
time. Kevin searched for the source of the 
sound and spotted a young mother becoming 
frantic as her husband tailed closely behind. 
His head was whipping from side to side, his 
eyes wide and vigilant like a hawk’s. 

“Dylan! Dylan!” 

Kevin cursed under his breath as he 
watched. 

Blane turned to him. “What’s with you?” 

Kevin pointed. “I think they lost their 
kid.” 

Mick took a big hit from his joint and 
began coughing loudly. “Shit!” 

Kevin was across the parking lot before 
he’d given it any thought. Blane was not far 
behind, but Mick was still trying to hide their 
things back at the car, all the while coughing 
loudly. 

“What’s the plan?” Blane asked, out of 
breath. 

They showed their stamps at the gate and 
moved swiftly inside. “Go ask them what 
Dylan looks like and where he was last seen,” 
Kevin replied, moving quickly along the 
barrier to where he last saw the parents. 

They weren’t easy to catch. As to be 


expected, the woman and her husband were 
rushing through the throngs of people and 
yelling at the top of their lungs. Kevin gave 
chase, but it took several minutes to finally get 
their attention. Once he had the mother 
actually listening to him, he asked about 
Dylan. 

“He’s six. Wild, dark hair. He’s wearing, 
uh...wearing an Avengers shirt and shorts,” she 
explained in rapid fire. 

“Where was the last place you saw him? 
How long ago?” Kevin asked, trying to hold 
her eyes as she looked around them 
frantically. The husband was gone now, 
probably off on his own somewhere. 

“Tt -was...by the petting ZOO. 
Maybe...seven or eight minutes ago.” 

“How can we reach you if we find him? 
You have your phone on you?” 

After he’d gotten the mother’s number, he 
and his friends split off in the direction of the 
petting zoo. Though the mother had looked 
there already, Kevin thought it possible the 
boy was simply in one of the pens with the 
animals, perhaps playing in his own little 
world. As Blane and Mick went to the pens to 
search them, Kevin said he’d check the 


perimeter and neighboring booths. Alone, he 
hurried along the barn’s exterior wall, 
occasionally calling Dylan’s name. Sometimes, 
he received looks from people nearby, but he 
ignored them. 

“Hey, Dylan! Come on out! Your parents 
are looking for you!” 

As he turned another corner, movement 
caught his eye from the field. When he 
stopped to look, he realized he was positioned 
along the side of the go-cart track where he’d 
last seen Darpan. Nervously, he changed 
direction and moved into the field. He called 
for Dylan again and searched the darkness for 
the figure he thought he’d seen a moment 
before. 

“Yo, Kev! Where you at?” 

Mick appeared along the side of the barn 
and spun around in place. 

“Over here,” Kevin called back, waving 
his friend over. 

Mick was at his side a moment later, out 
of breath and sweating. “I didn’t see the kid 
inside. Blane is branching out from the zoo 
now.” 

“Yeah, okay.” 

“What are you doing out here by the 


track?” 

“T thought I saw someone running, but I 
guess I imagined it.” 

Mick looked around them, but it was 
difficult to see much of anything in the 
darkness. “What’s that?” 

Kevin followed his gaze to where a hat 
was lying in the grass. He moved over to it for 
a closer look. Holding it before his face, he 
realized it was the hat belonging to a carnival 
worker. It had their emblem on the front, 
along with the word WORKER in big, bold 
letters on the bill. Kevin thought it was a poor 
design because the word wasn’t really visible 
in that location without having the hat in your 
hands. 

“That’s weird,” Mick said, looking over 
Kevin’s shoulder. “Should we turn that in?” 

Kevin put it on his head _ instead. 
“Actually, this might help us get around. Don’t 
you think?” 

Mick clapped his hands together. “Good 
thinking!” 

A rumbling sound caused them to turn 
toward the woods. 

“What was that?” 

The rumble repeated. It sounded close. 


Mick looked up at the night sky. “Is it 
thunder?” 

Kevin shook his head. “It sounded...like it 
came from the ground.” 

Mick moved forward about ten yards in 
search of the source. “I don’t think so. I don’t 
see anything.” 

It happened so quickly that Kevin wasn’t 
sure he’d actually seen it. The ground beneath 
Mick’s feet suddenly surged up and over Mick, 
covering and silencing him. Then, just as 
swiftly, it sunk back down and leveled, as if 
nothing ever happened. Mick was gone. 

The field had swallowed him whole. 

For several long seconds—seconds that 
felt like minutes—Kevin couldn’t move. He 
was too stunned to react. It wasn’t until Blane 
came up behind him that he was startled back 
to reality. 

“Dude, what are you jumping out of your 
skin for?” 

Kevin spun around and stared at his 
friend. He tried to speak but stuttered through 
a line of nonsense. Blane looked at him with 
concern. 

“You feelin’ okay?” 

Kevin took the carnival hat off his head 


and stared at it for a moment. Then he 
thought about that day with James, right here 
in this field, where all he was left to find was a 
hat and glasses. Things began to click into 
place. The ground coming up and snatching 
Mick out of thin air. Something was very 
wrong here, as he’d feared. There was no 
derelict in the woods waiting for trespassers to 
come near; that’s what he’d always figured 
happened to James. But now he’d seen the 
truth...and how could he possibly explain it to 
Blane? 

“We have to get people out of here,” he 
said, grabbing his friend by the shoulders and 
guiding him toward the barn quickly. 

“Hey, why are you pushing me?” 

“Get back into the light!” 

“Damn, dude. Okay, okay.” 

Somewhere, there was a crashing sound, 
accompanied by breaking glass. Kevin looked 
toward the ticket booth for the track where a 
light stationed there had sunk halfway into the 
ground at an angle, its lamp fixtures smashed 
against the roof of the booth. 

Kevin groaned. “Oh, fuck.” 

“What happened?” Blane asked, 
confused. 


Whatever was underground was looking 
to kill the lights. But how could Kevin tell him 
that without sounding crazy. “Let’s find those 
parents,” he said instead, moving toward the 
crowd. 

“What about Mick?” 

Kevin grabbed Blane’s wrist and pulled 
him along. “Let’s move. Come on!” 

“Look, man. I feel bad for those parents, 
too. But you're acting a little crazy about this 
kid, to be honest.” 

Kevin dragged Blane to a working light 
and stopped. “Dylan’s gone. This is about 
everyone else now.” 

Blane studied him for a moment. “What 
the hell are you talking about?” 

Someone screamed. Instinctually, Kevin 
looked in the direction of the track booth, 
which had been thrown into darkness a 
minute earlier. No one was there, but a spilled 
drink lay in the grass. Though there was trash 
all over, Kevin knew better. Someone else had 
just been taken. Before he could explain the 
situation to Blane, another light station went 
part of the way underground, shooting sparks 
against a tent for magic acts. A fire started, 
small and unnoticed. Kevin pointed to it and 


yelled. People nearby took notice and made 
room. Some got on their phones, probably to 
call for help. 

“Dude, we’ve got to find Mick,” Blane 
said, shaking Kevin’s arm. “Something weird is 
going on here.” 

“You have no idea.” 

“Huh?” 

“Mick’s gone. We need to get out of 
here.” 

Blane laughed nervously. “What the fuck 
has gotten into you, Kev? You're starting to 
freak me out. You’re all white and shaking. 
Shit’s breaking. There’s a fire spreading over 
there. Tell me what’s up!” 

The ground beneath their light—which 
stood directly behind Blane—shot upward 
over the post and pulled it down hard. The 
lamp’s casing struck Blane atop his head along 
the way, splitting open the back of his scalp 
and simultaneously spewing forth shards of 
glass. The force of its fall sent Blane forward 
into Kevin’s arms. The force knocked him 
backwards into the crowd. Someone 
immediately tripped over them and screamed. 
Kevin rolled Blane off him and got onto his 
knees. 


“Blane? Blane!” 

Nearby, the fire grew, and_ people 
scattered, yelling for their friends and family. 
Kevin cursed and _ looked for help. 
Immediately, he saw the ground jump up and 
steal another victim in the spreading darkness. 
Nobody else seemed to notice. It was quickly 
becoming chaos by the magic tent, which now 
glowed brightly as employees and customers 
poured out from its entrance. 

Blane wasn’t responding. He was out cold 
and bleeding from the back of his head. Kevin 
knew they were on their own. Accepting this, 
he stood, grabbed Blane from under his arms, 
and dragged him toward the nearest working 
light. It wasn’t easy, due to the distance and 
shoving of scared people. By the time they’d 
reached their destination, Kevin had seen 
three more people swallowed alive. Others 
had finally taken notice and were screaming. 

“Get to the parking lot!” someone yelled. 

“Get off the ground!” shouted another. 

People were on the Ferris wheel now, but 
not in its swinging benches. Instead, they were 
jumping onto the frame and trying to climb as 
high as possible. Kevin couldn’t blame them, 
now that they’d seen the truth. 


They needed to get away from the 
fucking carnival. 

Kevin looked at his friend’s unconscious 
frame and tried to decide the fastest way to 
move him. His eyes turned to the crowd 
fleeing around them. Finally, he spotted an 
abandoned food cart across the way that he 
could try putting to use. 

“Shit, Blane. I’m going to have to leave 
you for a second. Don’t, uh...don’t go 
anywhere.” 

Kevin darted through the crowd, 
repeatedly crashing into people and falling 
over again and again. Finally, he caught the 
handle of the cart and cleared the surface of 
the stand as quickly as he could. He then 
turned it around and began rolling it through 
the crowd like a battering ram. When a clown 
on stilts appeared, he tried to swerve but 
couldn’t—the cart didn’t have rotating wheels 
and tipped over. Kevin cursed and dropped to 
a knee as he lost balance with the cart. Above 
him, the clown tried to dodge this new 
obstacle, but struck the side of it anyway. He 
twirled in the air as his left leg, in its stilt, was 
lifted. A woman’s nose immediately exploded 
as the beam swiped across her face, sending a 


gush of blood into the air. The clown’s legs 
then spread too far, causing his crotch to split. 
The man howled in pain and allowed himself 
to fall forward. Before he could hit the ground, 
Kevin watched it open like a mouth. The 
clown’s body dropped inside the hole and was 
swiftly bent from head to heel as the crevice 
closed onto him. A second later, only his 
broken stilts remained. 

Kevin lifted the cart back onto its wheels 
and directed it over to Blane’s side. Once he 
had his friend lifted onto its prep surface, he 
tried to angle the cart in the right direction. 
However, with Blane’s weight—and his limbs 
hanging over each side—Kevin found that he 
couldn’t move the wagon without causing it to 
tip. 

“Damn it!” 

Before he could try anything else, the 
ground leapt up and swallowed them. 
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Kevin opened his eyes and groaned. They’d 
fallen into an underground tunnel of sorts. 
There were moaning bodies everywhere. Some 
weren't moving at all. The only light Kevin 
could see was the glow of a cell phone some 


distance away. A man was trying to call the 
police but couldn’t get a signal. He cursed 
repeatedly and began to cry. 

Kevin picked himself up and reached into 
his back pocket for his own phone. When he 
took it out, he could feel its freshly curved 
shape. That couldn’t be good. He tried the 
power button, but nothing happened. With a 
sigh, Kevin tossed his phone aside and began 
blinking in the darkness, willing his sight to 
adjust sooner than later. Once they had to 
some degree, he searched around his feet for 
Blane. When he thought he’d found him, he 
took a knee. 

“Hey, man. Wake up. Come on. Wake 
up.” He shook Blane’s shoulder and lightly 
smacked his cheek. “Wake up, dude. We need 
to get out of here.” 

The tunnel rumbled around them. Kevin 
placed his hand against the dirt floor and felt 
it vibrate against his fingertips. Was something 
coming or...was the tunnel alive? 

The man on his cell phone began to 
scream. Kevin looked over and saw him 
pounding his device against the wall. The 
glow of its screen vanished a moment later. 
Then the man screamed some more. Someone 


nearby told him to shut up. How many others 
were standing in this darkness with them? 
Kevin wondered if their numbers could work 
in their favor. If only Blane would open his 
eyes... 

Mick must be down here somewhere, too, he 
realized then. Kevin jumped to his feet and 
shouted his friend’s name. When there was no 
response, he tried again, all the while 
wondering how many tunnels existed. He and 
Blane had been sucked down several hundred 
yards from the track where Mick had been 
taken. He could be just as far from them now 
or even further. 

The walls seemed to close in on everyone 
for a moment, but then they re-expanded. Had 
the tunnel just taken a deep breath? 

“Hell...” 

He looked at Blane and promised him 
he’d return. Then he started making his way 
down the tunnel, occasionally tripping on 
bodies hidden in the darkness. 

“Mick!” 

The tunnel sucked in and expanded once 
more. A smell of rot followed, heavy and foul. 
Kevin gagged and wondered if he’d eventually 
find skeletons. Maybe even James. 


Beneath his feet, the vibrations 
continued. 

“Mick!” 

Kevin tripped on something and fell hard 
on his face. Groaning, he rolled over and 
reached down at his feet to feel around. There 
was someone there, still breathing. Kevin 
shook them but got nothing in return. 
Unhappily, he began to search the person for 
their phone. He didn’t want to take it, but he 
needed a light. Finally, he found their device 
and activated its flashlight option. First, he 
examined the man at his feet. He could see 
blood on his forehead. He probably had a 
concussion, much like Blane. 

“Sorry, man, but I’ve got to take this,” 
Kevin said, standing. With the phone’s light as 
his guide, he turned back in the direction he’d 
been following. When the walls closed in once 
again for a breath, he noticed they seemed to 
reflect his newfound light. Kevin paused and 
waited for the tunnel to expand once more. 
Once it had, he slowly approached the wall for 
a Closer look. 

Was that water dripping down from the 
ceiling? 

Hesitantly, Kevin pressed his hand 


against the wall. Not only was the dirt warm 
and wet, but it was also a bit sticky. The 
texture reminded him of dog drool. Which 
suggested... 

“The tunnel’s salivating.” 

Kevin took a step backwards and cursed. 
Above him, a hole opened, stretched upward 
into the carnival, and dropped a woman at his 
feet before sealing once more. Kevin knelt 
beside her and asked if she was okay. The 
woman seemed to be stunned, but conscious. 
Though she didn’t reply, she curled herself 
into a ball and began to cry. Kevin tried 
helping her up, but she refused to take his 
hand. 

“We need to go,” he pleaded. “This 
tunnel is alive!” 

Finally, the woman met his gaze and 
began to scream hysterically. Kevin stumbled 
away from her in surprise. The woman 
continued to scream at him like an activated 
car alarm, her eyes wide and bloodshot. Kevin 
was about to leave her when the sky opened 
above them once more. This time, a booth was 
swallowed in part. It came down in pieces, 
landing atop the woman and silencing her. 
Kevin went to unbury her, but more holes 


opened up and down the tunnel. Things were 
falling all around him now, living and 
inanimate. 

“Shit!” 

Kevin began to run without any sense of 
Where he was headed. Screams _ echoed 
throughout the tunnel, which began to breathe 
more frequently. The walls were salivating 
more, as well, so much so that puddles were 
forming on the ground. Then something shot 
through Kevin’s foot as he ran, causing him to 
fall. As he pulled forward his leg to check his 
foot, he felt an incredible pain fire up the 
limb. He shined the phone’s light over the 
ground and saw a sharp point sticking out of 
the dirt, about six inches high. It was jagged 
and pale. 

Kevin tried to stand but found he couldn’t 
put any weight on his injured foot. He tried 
hobbling along, but quickly spotted several 
more stalagmites—or were they teeth?—along 
the path. Had they always been there? He 
couldn’t remember seeing any before. 

He hopped over to the wall and leaned 
against its stickiness for support. He was 
breathing heavily now from the pain in his 
foot, and even felt lightheaded. What was he 


going to do? Was there even anything he could 
do? He thought of gathering people to form a 
human ladder to the top, but there was chaos 
everywhere he looked. How much of the 
carnival was now down here with him? 

To make matters worse, another series of 
mouths opened in the sky. More people and 
more tents and carts rained down around him. 
Someone crashed onto Kevin’s shoulder from 
above, causing him to crumble. Now he could 
hardly move at all. The impact had broken 
something in him, and he could hardly catch 
his breath. The walls closed in again, pushing 
him and the others across the floor. Along the 
way, he was flipped onto a tooth, which 
impaled his side. Saliva coated him as he 
began to bleed to death. 

“Why?” he cried, unable to fight it any 
longer. There was too much pain coursing 
through his body. He couldn’t even hear the 
surrounding screams anymore; there was only 
a high-pitched whine, as if his eardrums had 
blown. 

A moment later, his head began to feel 
crushed by hands that weren’t there. It 
occurred to Kevin that the pressure of the 
tunnel must have been changing drastically. 


His eyes began to throb. He couldn’t think 
clearly, couldn’t even control his limbs. It was 
as if he was paralyzed. 

More teeth grew from the floor. One 
lifted his head six inches, puncturing the nape 
of his neck and drawing blood. The phone he 
once held now lay several feet away with its 
light facing upward. Kevin could see teeth 
above them now, as well. They were growing 
everywhere, it seemed, in preparation for 
something to come. 

Though Kevin could no longer hear the 
sounds around him, Mick was screaming his 
name in the distance. 

The ground vibrated with more power. 
Even the walls seemed to tremble with 
anticipation. Saliva dripped from the ceiling, 
onto Kevin’s bloody and broken form. Some 
fell into his mouth, and he began to choke. He 
was still alive when the floor and ceiling 
began to meet repeatedly with vigorous force. 

They were all being devoured. 


THE SCAR 
OPENS 


1 


The moment they turned onto South Corral 
Ave from Blind Grove Street, the three boys 
stopped dead in their tracks at the sight 
awaiting them over the chain-link fence 
bordering Miss Baker's backyard. The already 
cloudy sky seemed to darken as_ the 
atmosphere surrounding the property 
tightened and chilled. 

“Fuck me sideways.” 

“Ts that his hat?” 

“Mmhmm.” 

The boys looked from one to the other. 
There was a faded blue hat in the middle of 
the overgrown backyard, hanging atop an 
erected shovel piercing the head of a dirt 


mound. Had the backyard belonged to any 
other neighbor’s property, the sudden fear the 
boys felt would have never existed. But old 
Miss Baker was a notoriously feared woman 
with a ghastly scar tracing her wrinkled neck. 
At one time beloved, she became cruel and 
withdrawn after the loss of her bastard child 
in the nineties. She’d even tried killing herself 
once by carving open her own throat. Stories 
followed soon after, and Miss Baker quickly 
became the boogeyman of South Corral Ave. 

Terry looked to Wes on his left. “When 
was the last time you spoke to Matthew?” he 
asked. 

Wes shrugged his meaty shoulders and 
took out his phone. “I got that text two nights 
ago. We haven’t seen him since.” 

“And it said...?” 

“Kelsey is giving me a BJ to trash the Baker 
house. Later, fool.” 

Terry grunted and looked back toward 
the hat. He was, more or less, the leader of the 
group. Tall, strong, athletic, and generally 
fearless. Wes, on the other hand, was his 
opposite; short, pudgy, intelligent, and often 
hesitant. With them was Terry’s right-hand 
man, Kevin. He would follow Terry into the 


depths of hell to prove his loyalty. Otherwise, 
there wasn’t much to him. Every group of 
friends had a Kevin—the middle of the road 
character that is genuinely liked, but also 
forgotten. 

Their fourth, Matthew, had gone missing 
Monday night. He was a senior and popular 
womanizer at Carl Henley High. Good looking, 
sarcastic, boastful, and well-liked, even by 
school staff. Like Terry, he was a jock, the 
kind you’d find at every party winning games 
of beer pong and hooking up with a 
cheerleader in the bathroom. 

Terry leaned against the chain-link fence 
bordering the Baker property. Directly beyond 
it was a line of pine trees, determined to act as 
an additional privacy wall. It was through the 
small gaps in between that the trio could see 
the shovel and Matthew’s hat. “Kelsey, huh? 
I’m surprised she put him up to this,” he said. 

“She’s the quiet one, right?” Kevin asked. 

“Yeah. Not a cheerleader. Not necessarily 
popular. Smart. Matt must have been looking 
for a challenge.” 

“She probably told him to trash this 
biddy’s property in hopes he got hurt or 
arrested,” Wes said. “I doubt she actually had 


any intention of blowing him.” 

“No question there,” Kevin agreed. 

Terry slapped the fence and took a step 
back, exhaling loudly. “Well...” 

“Well, what?” Kevin asked, turning to 
watch his friend. 

“No one has heard from him since that 
text, right?” 

Both Kevin and Wes nodded. 

“So, its been...forty-eight hours, 
technically, yeah? Has he been reported 
missing to the police? Has anyone talked to his 
family yet?” 

Wes shook his head. “I swung by his 
house earlier today, but his parents are out of 
town. They went to Nevada for the week. A 
relative died.” 

“And his older sister?” 

“She seemed perfectly fine with having 
the house to herself. She said—and I quote— 
Matt’s just out binging and fucking. Then she 
shut the door in my face.” 

“T bet she looked good doing it, though,” 
Kevin said with a smirk. 

Terry looked back at the row of trees 
bordering the backyard. “This place is creepy 
and all, but it’s not the deathtrap everyone 


likes to make it out to be. For fuck’s sake, Miss 
Baker is in her nineties. She can’t harm a fly.” 

“So, what are you thinking?” Kevin 
asked. “She’s got his hat right there. Like, on 
display. As a warning.” 

“Who’s to say that’s Matt's hat? It’s just 
blue. Nothing special about it. A million of 
those exist.” 

“You can see the scorch marks from when 
we shot that firework at him last summer,” 
Wes pointed out. 

“Well, okay, so assuming that is Matt’s 
hat, how does it conclude he’s gone missing on 
the Baker property?” Terry looked from Wes 
to Kevin for answers. “I don’t see any reason 
to assume he’s actually there. Hell, maybe he’s 
with Kelsey.” 

“Doubtful,” Wes said. “But I suppose he 
could be with another girl.” 

“But for two days?” Kevin asked. “That 
seems like a lot. It’s not like it’s the weekend.” 

“Well, what do you want to do?” 

“T say we go in.” Kevin jerked his thumb 
over his shoulder at the backyard. “Take a 
look around. Make sure there’s no sign of him. 
Other than the hat, I mean.” 

“That would be a waste of time.” 


“Why?” Wes asked. “Couldn’t hurt. And it 
would only take a few minutes, right?” 

“T think you guys believe in ghost stories 
too much.” 

“Dude, this isn’t the first time someone’s 
gone missing around her house,” Kevin said. 
“There’s a reason the stories exist.” 

Wes looked through the trees at the 
shovel. It was sticking up from a fresh mound 
of dirt. “What if that’s a grave?” 

Terry laughed. “Come on, man. She’s in 
her fuckin’ nineties!” 

“Maybe someone else lives with her,” 
Wes suggested. “We never see her leave the 
house. She needs groceries and shit. She must 
get help from someone.” 

“If that were true, then why haven’t we 
ever seen someone else leave the house?” 
Terry asked. 

Wes shrugged. 

“Exactly.” 

Wes checked his watch. “I need to finish 
Mr. Greer’s report.” 

Kevin looked to Terry. “I think we should 
meet back here later tonight.” 

Terry chuckled. “Seriously?” 

Kevin nodded. 


“And you, Wes?” Terry asked. 

Wes looked away timidly, but eventually 
nodded. “Yeah, I mean...it would only take a 
few minutes to confirm he isn’t here.” 

Terry tossed up his arms and turned away 
from his friends. “Fine, whatever.” He began 
back down the sidewalk in the direction of his 
house. “What time do we come back?” he 
called over his shoulder. 

“One!” Kevin replied, throwing a number 
out at random. 

Terry waved silently and kept on 
walking. 

Kevin looked at Wes and planted his 
hands deep into his pockets. “I guess you 
better get working on that report.” 

“This will be fine, right?” Wes asked. 

“What do you mean?” 

“Like, nothing is going to happen.” 

Kevin laughed, but it sounded forced. 
“She’s just an old woman. I doubt Matt’s 
anywhere on that property. I bet he just lost 
his hat here before going over to Kelsey’s, or 
some other girl’s house.” 

“Well...then why hasn’t he returned yet? 
He’s not answering texts or calls. It’s weird, 
right?” 


Kevin agreed, but he also knew a 
crooked, old woman couldn’t pose them a 
threat. 

“Let’s go,” he said, ushering Wes away 
from the house. As they passed the last tree, 
he could have sworn he heard a whisper in his 
ear: 

See you again soon. 
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Wes was the first to return. Over his shoulder, 
he had slung his backpack for school; but 
instead of his books and papers inside, he’d 
filled it with snacks, soda, flashlights, and 
several tools (Gincluding a hammer and a 
crowbar, which stuck out from the zipper). 

Tired from the walk over, Wes dropped 
down along the chain-link fence and rested his 
head back, ready for sleep. As he waited, the 
wind began to blow, giving him a chill 
through his coat. Luckily, he had the extra 
weight to brace himself. His friends had spent 
years pushing him toward football, but he'd 
relented. Smashing into other students didn't 
sound at all appealing to him, even if he was 
built to take a hit. 

Wessssssssllllleeeeeeyyyyyyy... 


Wes opened his eyes and scanned all of 
the surrounding sidewalk for the voice, but he 
was alone. “I’m hearing things,” he told 
himself, determined not to be scared before 
the guys had even shown up. It was 1:04, so 
they couldn’t be long now. He rested his head 
back once more and closed his eyes again. 

Kevin arrived a few minutes later in a 
dark hoodie. When he saw Wes with his 
backpack, he asked what was inside. After Wes 
finished telling him, Kevin snorted. “Really? 
Why would we need all that?” 

“I prefer being prepared for anything,” 
Wes said quietly. 

“What kind of soda you got?” 

Wes shook his head in amusement and 
passed over a can from his pack. As Kevin 
began to drink heavily from it, Terry appeared 
at the opposite corner. 

“T almost forgot to come,” he said as he 
neared. “Or maybe I just didn’t want to, 
because this is stupid.” 

“T tried calling Matt again,” Wes said. 
“But his phone must be dead. It’s going 
straight to voicemail.” 

“Well, he didn’t go see Kelsey, I know 
that,” Kevin piped in. “I shot her a message 


online about it and she laughed her ass off. 
Said there’s no way she was going to blow 
Matthew. She was just yanking his chain.” 

“Has anyone heard from him since that 
text? I mean, outside of our group,” Terry 
said. 

Both his friends shrugged. 

“Not that I know of,” Wes said. 

Terry looked through the trees at the hat 
and said, “Well, I guess let’s do this, then. I 
don’t want to be out too late. I have a test 
during first period that I didn't study for.” 

Kevin nodded. “Sounds about right.” 

“Suck a dick.” 

The trio laughed and climbed the fence, 
awkwardly squeezing their way through the 
trees in the process of getting over. It wasn’t 
easy—especially for Wes, who ended up 
needing their help, leaving deep scratches 
along his sides in the process—but soon 
enough they were in Old Miss _ Baker’s 
backyard. The shovel wasn’t far, but there was 
an obstacle resting between them. 

“What the hell are these things?” Kevin 
asked, taking a knee and examining the 
overgrown lawn. There were stone cubes 
nestled close to the ground, spaced about six 


inches apart. Each one was the size of a 
standard lunchbox, hiding amongst the tall 
grass. The collection went out by ten, up by 
ten. The opposite end came to a stop at the 
foot of the freshly turned mound and shovel. 

“Traps,” Wes said under his breath. 

“What?” 

“Traps,” he repeated louder. “They trip 
you up. Break your ankles. Worse in the fall.” 

Terry laughed. “That’s stupid. It’s 
probably some gardening aesthetic.” 

"Gardening aesthetic? The grass is long." 

"Well, she's old now. These might be from 
when she was younger and actually kept a 
nice yard." 

Wes shook his head and took three 
flashlights out from his pack. As he passed 
them around, he said, “It’s too dark to see 
much else. We’ll want to watch our feet.” 

Terry made a face, but took the 
flashlight, nevertheless. “Gotta be especially 
quick, now,” he said. “Lights will get us 
attention. Definitely avoid turning your beams 
toward any other houses.” 

Kevin stood and ran his light over the 
stones. “So weird...” 

Wes, with his light kept low, walked 


slowly around the trap and in the direction of 
a tree cluster in the corner of the yard. A stone 
bench was there, surrounded by flowers. He 
couldn’t explain what was drawing him to it, 
but he was transfixed. Once he’d reached the 
spot, he heard the same whisper from before 
the guys arrived. 

Looking back to the others, he saw that 
Terry was removing Matt’s hat from the 
shovel, while Kevin had gone over to a small, 
covered well. 

Wessssssssllllleeeeeeyyyyyyy... 

“Shit.” 

Wes ran his light over the bench, unsure 
of what he was looking for. Along the side, he 
found a message carved into the stone. Drawn 
to the words, Wes took a knee for a closer 
look. The message read, BRING HIM BACK TO 
ME. Wes wondered if Old Miss Baker had 
written it in regard to her son. Shrugging, he 
stood and turned to leave. 

Take a seeeaaaatttttt... 

Wes looked back at the bench and arched 
an eyebrow. “Wh-why?” 

You’re a fat, fat boyyy...you need your 
ressstttttt... 

Wes turned away quickly and marched 


off toward Terry, eager to leave the clustered 
trees. This place was weird, and he already 
wanted to leave. When Terry saw him 
approaching in a huff, he asked what the 
problem was. 

“T, uh...I’m just...I don’t know.” 

Terry eyed him for a moment and then 
placed Matt’s hat upon his head. “Well, what 
else are we here looking for?” 

“Any sign of him.” Wes looked down at 
the mound before them. “So, is that, uh...a 
grave?” 

“You tell me,” Terry said, pulling up the 
shovel and passing it over. 
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Kevin looked around the well closely, having 
spotted imprints in the grass and dirt. When 
something shot back a reflection in his light, 
he doubled back and crouched low. In the dirt, 
something metal was sticking up from the 
ground. He pulled it out, cleaned it off, and 
laid it out in his palm. It was a necklace with a 
strange design he did not recognize. Did Matt 
wear one of these? He didn’t think so. 
Nevertheless, Kevin liked it. The pendant was 
surprisingly heavy. Maybe it was real, not like 


the cheap, fake shit you’d find in most stores. 

Over hereeee... 

Kevin looked up and around. “Huh?” 

The welllllll... 

He turned to the small, stone structure 
nearby and stepped over to it. The lid covering 
it was of thick wood, but manageable. He 
hefted it off and rested it against the side of 
the well. Had the voice come from the depths? 
Was Matt down there, stuck? It didn’t appear 
wide enough for an essentially grown man to 
wedge his way down. 

“Hello?” 

There was no response. The well was too 
dark, even with his flashlight. He couldn’t see 
the bottom. Fishing through his pockets, he 
found some loose change and dropped it in. 
He heard it knock against the sides of the well, 
but no final impact below. The echoes just got 
further and further until there was nothing. 

“Weird.” 

As he went to turn away, two green ovals 
appeared in the darkness. Kevin looked back, 
confused. Were they eyes? 

“Matt, you down there?” 

The green ovals seemed to blink. A shiver 
chased down Kevin’s’ spine and _ he 


straightened. Something wasn’t right here. He 
flashed his light at the green and heard a hiss. 
The ovals were gone. 

Trembling, Kevin returned the lid to the 
well and walked back toward the guys, all the 
while telling himself he was overtired and just 
hallucinating. 

Wes was digging up the mound, and had 
already gone a foot or two, but there didn’t 
appear to be anything there. Tired and 
drenched in sweat, he tossed aside the shovel 
and said, “Fuck it. Someone else take over.” 

Kevin approached and said, “What are 
you guys doing?” 

“Checking to see if this is a grave,” Terry 
replied evenly. 

Kevin picked up the shovel and continued 
the job. 

Wes jumped when his phone chimed a 
moment later from his pocket. Terry gave him 
a critical look, but Kevin also appeared jumpy. 

“Tt’s...from Matt,” Wes said, staring at the 
screen. 

“Good, we can go,” Terry said, beginning 
to turn back for the fence. 

“No, wait,” Wes said, stopping him. “This 
is...fuck.” 


“What?” Kevin asked breathlessly. 

Wes looked up at them, his face pale. 
Confused, he said, “The message says to come 
inside.” 

“Huh? Come inside where?” Terry asked. 

“T think the house,” Wes said, looking 
over at it. The Baker place stood tall, dark, 
and quiet. Ivy climbed its brick walls, covering 
just about every inch. Even the windows were 
shadowed by hanging vines and leaves. 

Terry turned his light on the house and 
checked for any sight of Matt in the windows. 
“T don’t think so. It looks dark up there. 
Curtains drawn.” 

Wes shrugged. “Where else could he 
mean?” 

The phone chimed again. 

Kevin stopped digging and looked at Wes. 
He was holding his breath without realizing it. 
Something felt wrong, but he didn’t want to 
admit it aloud. 

Wes read the new message and took a 
deep breath. 

“Well, what did he say?” Terry asked. 

“He said, ‘’m in Old Miss _ Baker’s 
basement. Come find me.” 

“That’s weird,” Terry said. “It says to find 


him?” 

Wes nodded, his forehead shining with 
sweat. 

Kevin looked back at the hole he was 
digging. “You guys go ahead,” he said. “I'll 
continue with this.” 

“What for? He’s in the house,” Terry said. 

Kevin couldn’t explain it. His body was 
commanding him to dig. Even the necklace 
felt heavier, like it was weighing him down 
into the hole. “I don’t know,” he said. “I just... 
think something’s here we should see.” 

Terry shook his head in annoyance and 
began toward the house. “Whatever, man.” 

There was a cellar entrance ten feet over 
from the back door with its burnt-out 
spotlight. Terry made his way toward it first. 
Wes followed behind, unsure. “How do we get 
inside?” he asked. 

Terry pointed. “He said he was in the 
basement. This would be the way to go, then.” 
There was a chain and lock through the 
handles. Terry jerked them toward his chest 
with little result and looked over at Wes. “Or 
maybe not,” he said. “It’s secure.” 

“So, what then?” 

Terry looked toward the back door. “I 


guess we break in the old-fashioned way. 
Unless you can get that dipshit to just come 
outside on his own.” 

Wes typed a message into his phone and 
tried sending it, but the text bounced back. 
“Hmph. That’s strange.” 

“What?” 

“Tt won’t send.” 

“Of course not.” Terry growled in 
frustration and walked toward the back door. 
“T don’t know about this. Trespassing is one 
thing. But actually breaking into the house... 
this idiot needs to just come out on his own. 
This is some sort of prank he’s playing.” 

Wes felt uncomfortable, too. “I think 
maybe you're right. Let’s just go.” 

As they turned to get Kevin, the phone 
rang. Wes looked down at the screen and 
paused mid-step. “It’s him.” 

“Then answer it.” 

Wes accepted the call and put Matt on 
speaker. “Hey, what’s going on, man?” Wes 
asked. 

Matt’s voice sounded far away and weak. 
“Guys, come help. I can’t move. I’m hurt. You 
have to come get me.” 

Terry made a face. “Shut the fuck up, 


dude. Just knock it off and go home.” 

“She’s coming back. You’ve got to hurry!” 

Wes looked at Terry. His hand holding 
the phone had begun to shake. “He sounds... 
like, really scared.” 

“He’s playing,” Terry said. 

Wes looked back at the phone. “Why are 
you in the Baker basement?” he asked. 

Matt screamed loud enough that Kevin 
stopped digging from his place in the center of 
the yard. 

“Hurry! Hurry! Hurry! Hur-” 

The line went dead. Wes tried calling 
Matt back, but the call wouldn’t connect. 

Kevin returned to digging furiously. Wes 
did his best to ignore him, though he found it 
odd. 

All of it was odd. 

Terry was thinking. He looked from Wes 
to the house to Kevin. Then he said, “God 
damn it. Let’s go check on the weasel.” With 
that, he stormed over to the back door and 
shouldered it open in one, quick movement. 

“Damn, man,” Wes said, coming up from 
behind. “You made that look easy.” 

Terry examined the doorknob and 
grunted. “Yeah, that’s because the fucking 


thing was already unlocked. Damn.” 

“Well, it’s broken now.” 

Terry turned his light around the room. 
They were in the kitchen. “I bet the old bitch 
heard me. We should get moving. She’s 
probably about to call the cops.” 

Wes didn’t like any of this. “So, it should 
be left out of the kitchen somewhere?” 

“Yeah. Maybe a door beneath the 
staircase.” 

They hurried across the kitchen and 
down a short hall, finding the foyer with ease. 
Sure enough, there was a door to the 
basement in the back. When Terry went to 
open it, the door didn’t budge. 

“Of course, this would be locked.” 

There was movement above their heads, 
the creak of floorboards. Wes looked at the 
stairs and then back at Terry. “We need to 
hurry.” 

Terry shouldered the door hard, but it 
didn’t break. Wes remembered his crowbar 
and removed it from his backpack. “Try this,” 
he said, handing it over. 

Terry gave him a look that said, “Now 
you bring that out?” and jammed it into the 
doorframe. He pried at the door with some 


force, and finally it broke open. He flicked the 
light switch at the top of the stairs, but 
nothing happened. Cursing under his breath, 
Terry continued using his flashlight as they 
descended into the basement. 

“Matt? Where the fuck are you?” 

They reached the bottom of the stairs and 
found a large space with a concrete floor, 
numerous shelving units of moldy boxes, and a 
large furnace in the corner. 

Wes ran his own light around the room. 
“Uh, where is he?” 

Terry walked around for a minute, then 
tossed a box off a shelf in frustration. “Damn 
it! I’m telling you he’s pranking us. The 
fucking asshole.” 

Wes looked back to the stairs. “Well, let’s 
get out of here before the police come.” 

Terry stormed to the stairs and began to 
climb. “I couldn’t agree more.” 

Halfway up, a loud noise sounded from 
the basement, stopping them both. The 
furnace had roared to life, lighting the room in 
an orange glow. 

Wes turned back and walked down 
several steps. “What the fuck?” 

Terry shrugged and continued to the top. 


“Let’s go.” 

Come closer, Wesssslllllleeeeyyyyyyy... 

“Who’s there?” 

Terry, now at the door, looked back 
down. “Dude, what are you doing? Let’s go.” 

Wes descended the stairs and moved 
toward the furnace. The fire inside was large 
and bright. How had it turned on like that? 
How was the fire already so intense? 

“T think there’s something inside,” Wes 
said, moving closer. 

At the top of the stairs, the door suddenly 
slammed shut. Wes looked up for Terry, but he 
wasn’t there. Wes was all alone in the 
basement now. “Seriously?” he growled. 
“What the fuck, dude?” 

Look closerrrrr... 

Wes returned his attention to the furnace 
and leaned forward, his eyes stinging from the 
heat. 

The flames cackled and danced, kicking 
about several orbs. Wes got even closer, 
tempted to open the gate. When he reached 
for it, the latch opened on its own, welcoming 
him. Wes paused, wanting suddenly to leave. 
Why was he even here? Why was he so 
compelled to take a closer look? 


Don’t go now... 

Wes strained his eyes at the orbs 
bouncing about in the flames. What were 
they? 

The fire spit loudly and one of the objects 
shot out at him. Wes cursed and stumbled 
backwards. At his feet was a broken skull. 


4 


Terry could hear Wes screaming down in the 
basement, but the door wouldn’t budge. He 
pulled and pulled, but nothing happened. 
When the knob suddenly turned orange and 
burned his hands, he cursed and fell back 
against the wall. 

“What the fuck is going on?!” he growled, 
shaking his hands in pain. 

“You don’t belong here!” came a croaking 
voice from the foyer. 

Terry rounded the corner and saw Old 
Miss Baker in a long, silky robe. She was 
extending her boney, crooked finger his way. 
The scar across her neck was red and glowing, 
as if alive and furious. 


5 


In the backyard, Kevin heard nothing. Not 


outside of his head, at least. There was a 
phantom voice worming through his brain 
urging him to dig, dig, dig. So, he did. He was 
several feet down now, working like a mad 
man. His muscles and joints screamed for 
relief, but he couldn’t stop. He scooped and 
threw, scooped and threw. 
He couldn’t stop himself. 
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In the basement, Wes kicked away the skull 
only to have another pop out of the fire at 
him. “Stop! Stop! Stop!” he screamed, tears 
streaming down his cheeks. 

The fire roared with laughter, sending 
flames out of the open gate. The whole 
basement was glowing orange from the light, 
and the temperature was quickly rising. Wes 
was sweating like a pig now, stripping off his 
coat with his back against one of the shelves. 

“This isn’t happening. This isn’t 
happening,” he told himself. 

Oh, but it is... 

“Shut up!” 

A face appeared in the flames. Wes’s eyes 
widened in fear. The face was hard to see at 
first, but then it became clearer, more defined. 


It was Matthew’s face. Its eyes opened, as did 
the mouth. When the face screamed, flames 
bellowed from its mouth. 

“HELP ME!” 

Wes threw his hands over his ears, 
collapsed to the cold floor, and squeezed his 
eyes shut. “This isn’t real! I’m fuckin’ tripping! 
I’m asleep! Something!” 

The floor began to crack in every 
direction. The rumble that vibrated through 
the concrete needled at Wes’s nerves enough 
that he opened his eyes to see what was 
happening. Light showed in the cracks, red 
and orange like the flames of the wild furnace. 
The cracks split off in every direction, 
overtaking the room. The shelving units stood 
crookedly now, allowing boxes to topple over 
and spill their contents. 

More skulls and bones. 

And then flames rose from the cracks in 
the concrete, illuminating the basement in a 
terrifyingly bright glow. 
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Terry held the crowbar before him. Not 
because an old lady was of any match for him, 
but because this was no ordinary old lady. 


Miss Baker’s neck was blooming darkly as 
blood flowed freely down her silk gown. All 
the while, she screamed, “You don’t belong 
here! You don’t belong here!” 

Terry ignored her as best he could. “Open 
the basement door!” 

Miss Baker continued toward him with 
her finger outstretched. “Your friend isn’t 
going anywhere,” she hissed. Her eyes rolled 
back, leaving just white. “And neither are 
you.” 

Terry swung the crowbar through the air 
as a warning. “Get the fuck back, lady!” 

Miss Baker laughed like a hyena, so hard 
that her head flopped backward and her scar 
tore open, spraying blood across the foyer, the 
hall, and Terry. Surprised, he jumped back 
against the wall, sputtering and wiping his 
face. Once he’d cleared his eyes, he saw that 
the old woman’s head was dangling against 
her shoulder blades, attached only by a strip 
of bloody skin. Out from her neck, two tiny 
hands were pulling their way up from the 
crevice of her shallow chest. 

“What the hell?” 

A little red- and black- spotted demon 
appeared, as if lifting itself from a pothole. 


Only this was an old woman’s body, not the 
sewer. 

“Jesus, I’m dreaming,” Terry told himself, 
relaxing somewhat. There was no way any of 
this was real. It was all just his fucked-up 
imagination! 

“You ain’t dreamin’, pretty boy,” the 
demon cackled. It remained partially within 
Miss Baker’s neck as her body continued 
forward, each step crooked and unbalanced. 
The creature’s eyes were green, and its claws 
were long and sharp. It was thin enough that 
Terry could see the outline of its ribs against 
the leathery and slick skin drenched in blood. 

Terry picked himself up and brandished 
the crowbar before him. “Ill fuck you up if 
you get any closer,” he swore. 

The demon laughed some more, and the 
old lady’s body darted forward with sudden 
speed, arms outstretched. Startled, Terry 
skipped back a step and swung the crowbar. 
Had Miss Baker’s head still been in place, he 
would have knocked her across the temple. 
Instead, the demon simply ducked back down 
into the neck, laughing hysterically. Miss 
Baker’s hands got ahold of Terry and—with 
surprising strength—threw him down the hall 


toward the laundry room. 

Terry smacked his head back against the 
floor and cursed. He then quickly scurried to 
his feet and turned away from the headless 
woman. Running, he made his way through 
the laundry room in search of an exit but came 
to a dead end. When he looked back, Miss 
Baker was nowhere to be seen. Terry searched 
the room until he spotted a small window 
above his head. He wondered if he could fit 
through it, and found a small, wooden stool in 
the corner. As he went to check the 
dimensions of the space, movement from 
behind stole his attention. He turned around 
just as the little demon launched itself through 
the air and onto his chest. Terry slipped off the 
stool and fell partially against the washer. The 
fall was awkward and painful. The demon 
shredded through his shirt, all the while 
cutting the skin beneath. Blood blossomed 
across the fabric as Terry cursed and grabbed 
at the creature. 

“Youll die here!” it screamed, slashing 
him across the face and darting out of the 
room. 

Terry couldn’t see out of his right eye. 
The little fucker had cut it open with its claw. 


His chest wasn’t in much better shape; he 
could feel warm blood collecting along the 
waistband of his underwear as he got 
unsteadily to his feet. Finding the fallen 
crowbar, he stumbled out of the laundry room 
and into the hallway. It was empty. 

But for how long? 

By the time he reached the back door 
they’d used to get inside, Terry was feeling 
lightheaded and weak. Against his better 
judgment, he paused against the kitchen island 
and lifted his shredded shirt. The cuts that ran 
across his chest looked black and rotten. He 
touched one gingerly and hissed in pain from 
the sting. 

“Don’t worry, dear.” 

Terry turned around quickly, thrusting 
the crowbar before him in defense. Old Miss 
Baker was back, her head on straight and the 
demon gone. 

“Stay away from me,” he warned her. 

The old woman smiled warmly and said, 
“That sting won’t last much longer. Because 
you'll be dead. And soon enough, you’ll be 
sucking my cock in hell you pretty, pretty 
boy.” 

Terry lunged forward and swung the 


crowbar down upon the woman’s head. She 
crumpled with ease to the floor, but he didn’t 
stop. He smacked the bar down again and 
again, smashing her skull into a mushy mess 
across the tiled floor. Then he inched away 
slowly, toward the back door. As he watched, 
the body began to shift and jitter, despite its 
ruined brain. As Terry reached behind himself 
blindly for the doorknob, the body suddenly 
erupted in gore. With the explosion came the 
swarm of a million bright red spiders, all of 
which darted his way. 

As quickly as_ possible, Terry spun 
around, threw open the door, and ran outside. 
He passed the hole Kevin was digging without 
pause, desperate to escape the Baker property. 
Unfortunately, he’d forgotten the stone cubes 
hidden in the overgrown grass beyond Kevin 
and the grave. His ankle twisted over one and 
he flew forward, his head cracking loudly 
against a row of the stones. Fallen, Terry’s 
mind spilled over memories of the last 
seventeen years, none of which connected. His 
brain was bleeding like the rest of him. 

“Mam, I don’t play soccer. I play 
football,” he mumbled, his one remaining 
good eye twitching with exertion. “The answer 


is...fourteen? God damn it, Matthew—can’t 
you just keep it in your pants for once? I think 
it’s raining today. Where did you put my 
game, you little bastard!” 

From the kitchen doorway, Old Miss 
Baker watched on with a smile. 


EPILOGUE 


Officer Moynihan led the newly arrived 
detective toward the backyard. Along the way, 
he tried his best to explain what they’d found 
on arrival, but it wasn’t easy. 

“The house is empty, though there are 
signs of a break-in. There’s a lot of ash in the 
basement—as if there had been a large fire— 
but I don’t know why. Structurally, the place 
appears fine. There are shelves of boxes, 
untouched. Weird. And there’s also a boy 
splayed out in the grass back here, all kinds of 
fucked up. The lady that owns the place is 
nowhere to be found, as far as we can tell. 
Maybe she wasn’t home when these kids came 
by.” 

“How many of them were there?” the 
detective asked as Moynihan opened the gate 
and let him into the backyard. 

“Only two have been found.” 


The detective crossed the yard toward the 
dead boy's body in the grass, and crouched 
down to examine the stone cubes that 
surrounded it. “Head injury in the end?” 

“That’s how it looks.” 

His attention turned to the large hole 
nearby. He stood and walked over to it with 
Moynihan keeping close. 

The detective peered down and saw 
another teenager, this one alive and digging 
furiously. He was covered in dirt and sweat, so 
much that his own mother wouldn’t be able to 
recognize him. He was at least fifteen feet 
deep in the hole currently, maybe more. His 
hands were shredded and bloody from the 
work. 

“What the fuck you doing, son?” the 
detective called down. 

“T can’t stop,” the boy wept. “It won’t let 
me. Please, please, make me stop.” 

The detective shared a look with 
Moynihan, then shook his head. “We got a 
rope to get the kid out or what? At this rate, 
he’s going to claw his way right to hell before 
we ever figure out what the fuck happened 
here.” 


YOUR NEW 
GOD 
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“Are they going to kill us?” 

“Of course not. Why would they bring us 
here then? No. If they wanted us dead, they 
would have done us at the house.” 

Bruce listened to the couple whisper back 
and forth, wishing they would stop. Since their 
arrival, it has been like this. In fact, the 
woman had asked her husband this same 
question at least once already. She wouldn’t 
stop with the questions. She sounded overly 
excited, even though Bruce knew the truth 
was that she was terrified. They all were, even 
Bruce. 

The cult had sent members across the 
valley to gather up Bruce and his neighbors, 


by force if necessary. Some had been killed, he 
knew, because they weren’t in the cell, and 
he’d heard the gunshots. 

Bruce hadn’t bothered with fighting back. 
He knew how it would go if he did. There 
were just too many of these assholes. Their 
numbers had tripled in the past week, men 
and women coming from all over the country 
to convene here in the Reed High Valley. They 
were aggressive and mean and violent. Bruce 
wasn’t even sure what it was they believed in. 
They acted like militia in a lot of ways. 
Whatever their mission, the group had a holy 
leader of some sort that never shut up. He 
could be heard over the local radio or viewed 
on the local television channel. He had pop-up 
ads on the internet. It seemed like wherever 
you turned, that happy looking man was ready 
to speak again. 

“They’re going to brainwash us, John! 
They’re going to make us one of them!” 

Bruce wished the woman would just calm 
down, accept things as they were. Getting 
hysterical wouldn’t do anyone good. 

“How, Linda? How would they brainwash 
us?” 

“How the fuck should I know? It’s not my 


specialty!” 

Bruce turned to the couple and sighed 
heavily, getting their attention. “Please, you 
two. Just stop talking.” 

The woman grew angry, her eyebrows 
diving down the center of her face. “Excuse 
me?” 

“This rapid-fire thing you’re doing is just 
putting everyone even more on edge than they 
already are,” he explained to her. “The best 
thing for us to do right now is to either be 
quiet, keep our heads on straight...or discuss a 
way to get out of here.” 

The husband perked up ever so slightly. 
“Get out?” 

“Prison break?” another neighbor said, 
turning to face the trio. 

Bruce nodded as he scanned the room. 
There weren’t any cameras he could see, but 
there could be a guard within earshot, on the 
other side of the door. The room they were in 
was simple, a storage space at one time. There 
was even a window, but it was too small for 
any of them to slip through. 

“Did you want to stay?” he asked them 
all, turning to meet everyone’s gaze. There 
were seven in there with him, including the 


couple. In reply, they all solemnly shook their 
heads. “Then, why don’t we take inventory of 
the situation and our prospects, so that we can 
figure out a way safely out of here.” 

“But they have guns,” said Omar, a 
younger neighbor who did something with 
computers. Bruce had always heard the guy 
was a hacker of sorts, maybe for the 
government. Maybe just for himself. 

“They do,” Bruce acknowledged. “That’s 
why we don’t just go straight at them.” 

Linda looked at her husband. She 
appeared uneasy, maybe even sick. Her skin 
had paled, and she was shaking. “John. What 
do we do?” 

Her husband patted her on the knee. “I 
think we consider what Bruce is saying.” 

“T haven’t proposed anything specific,” 
Bruce pointed out. “But I think we need to 
decide if we are going to just sit and wait for 
something to happen, or if we are going to 
plan an escape.” 

Omar stood. “I’m not much of a fighter, 
but I’ve heard the stories about these crazies. 
Just last week, the Neals vanished without a 
word. The police didn’t do a thing. I think the 
cult owns them now.” He paused and took in 


the room. Bruce appraised him, hoping the 
man’s high intelligence would serve them 
well. “The Neals aren’t the first ones to go, 
either,” Omar continued. “People in our 
community keep disappearing. Except the 
Leonard brothers—they’re one of them now. 
My point is...J think you either join or get 
killed. So, unless you want to become a cultist 
today, I think Bruce is right. We need to get 
the fuck out of here one way or another.” 

Bruce nodded in agreement. He liked this 
kid. 

John said something into Linda’s ear, 
quietly enough that no one could hear them 
for once. 

Vince and Tom—a couple that Bruce saw 
quite often about town—stood next. They took 
each other’s hand and held their heads up 
high. “We’re in,” Vince said. 

Bruce looked at Gerald and Ronda. 
Gerald was in his late sixties, but still strong 
and active. Ronda was the small hermit that 
lived behind the church. The only time she 
was ever seen was when she tended to the 
gardens around the’ graveyard. Neither 
neighbor had spoken in at least an hour. Bruce 
wasn’t entirely sure he’d heard Ronda speak at 


all since his arrival. 

Seeming to feel the eyes on him, Gerald 
looked up from the floor and simply nodded. 
Ronda, however, was sitting with her knees to 
her chest, eyes fixed on the corner wall. 

Bruce moved his gaze onto John and 
Linda, the ones that had talked incessantly 
since their capture. 

Linda said, “I’m scared.” 

John put an arm around her shoulders. “I 
don’t know what help we can offer.” 

“Strength in numbers,” Bruce _ said, 
getting to his feet. Gerald followed suit. John, 
Linda, and Ronda were now the only prisoners 
still seated. 

John looked at his wife, measuring her in 
some way. “We could keep to the back,” he 
said. 

Linda considered it for only a second. 
Then she shook her head vigorously. “No, I 
think they'll all be killed. If we stay, they may 
spare us.” 

Bruce thought of her as an idiot but kept 
it to himself. He looked at the others that had 
joined him and said, “Let’s talk.” The five of 
them huddled into a corner together and 
began to discuss what little they knew of the 


building. John and Linda remained in place, 
close together and whispering. Ronda didn’t 
move a muscle. 

“Isn’t this the old meat- packing farm by 
the hills?” Omar asked. 

“T’ve been here on a class trip when I was 
a kid,” Vince said, having grown up locally. 
“And I think you’re right.” 

Tom squeezed his hand. “Does that mean 
you know the layout?” 

Vince shrugged in a noncommittal way. 
“Maybe enough to get us out. Depends on the 
building we’re in. Obviously, a storage room 
isn’t going to look crazy different from other 
storage rooms. Especially with it being 
empty.” 

Omar moved to the window and got onto 
his hands and knees beneath it. “Take a look,” 
he said. 

Vince stood awkwardly on Omar’s back 
to reach the window and looked outside for a 
minute. Then he nodded to himself and 
climbed down. As he helped Omar back to his 
feet, he said, “This building is facing the trees. 
That’s good.” 

“Why?” his husband asked. 

“Because once we’re out, we can easily 


hide.” 

“Do you know this particular building?” 
Omar asked him. 

“lm not positive, but I think it’s the 
secondary loading...place.” 

Bruce decided to check John and Linda 
over his shoulder. They looked like they were 
trying to keep each other warm around a 
nonexistent fire. He was turning back to the 
group when something struck him as wrong. 
He turned back for a double- take and cursed. 

“What’s wrong?” Gerald asked, his voice 
guttural from years of smoking. 

Bruce moved to the center of the room 
and looked around them. “Where the fuck did 
Ronda go?” 

Everyone scanned the 24-by-x36 space, 
including John and Linda. Ronda was nowhere 
to be seen. 

Tom eyed a pile of boxes—empty, as 
they’d learned early on after their capture— 
and moved them to the side. Low to the floor 
was a ventilation shaft with its cover carefully 
placed to the side. Though too small for any of 
them to use, Bruce was pretty confident that 
small Ronda could have made the squeeze. 

“Shit,” he said. 


“Is this bad?” Omar asked. “If she’s found 
a way out, maybe she’s going to unlock the 
door.” 

“Something tells me she was a plant,” 
Bruce sighs, his eyes now turning toward the 
closed door. 

Tom looked at his husband. “A plant? I 
don’t understand.” 

“He means Ronda was a spy,” Vince 
explained. 

Gerald grunted. Everyone turned to look 
at him. “I'll be damned,” he said, leaning back 
against the wall. “I always knew that bitch 
was odd. She’s one of them.” 

Bruce turned to the others. “We’ve got to 
act fast, because I bet that door is gonna open 
any minute.” 

John and Linda stood and moved to the 
opposite end of the room, putting some 
distance between them and the door. 

“What do you suggest?” Gerald asked 
Bruce loudly, getting everyone’s attention. 

“Tt sounds simple and dangerous, but I 
think we ought to rush.” 

Omar licked his lips nervously. “You 
mean...charge the guy?” 

Bruce nodded. “There’s five of us, seven if 


John and Linda get on the same page. Even 
armed with a gun, how much will the guard 
accomplish if we are all on him the moment 
he opens that door?” 

Vince nodded. His husband agreed a 
second later. Omar looked scared but gave 
him a weak thumbs-up. Bruce looked at 
Gerald to see him laughing quietly. 

“Why the fuck not?” the old man said. “I 
might as well use what little fight I have left in 
me. Rather not let it go to waste.” 

This left John and Linda behind them. 
Bruce turned around and waited for a 
response. 

“T don’t know,” John said timidly. 

“If we’re right about Ronda, then this cult 
knows we’re planning our escape right now,” 
Bruce said. “What makes you think they won’t 
come in here aggressively?” 

“If we submit, what makes you think 
they’ll attack?” Linda countered. 

“Gut instinct,” Gerald answered for 
Bruce, laughing and coughing at the same 
time. 

The lock on the door shifted. 

“Here we go,” Bruce said, preparing to 
attack. Vince and Tom quickly moved up 


beside him. Omar and Gerald took the back. 

The door opened, revealing Ronda with a 
finger pressed to her lips. 

Bruce relaxed, a little confused. 

“We only have a minute at most,” she 
said quietly. “There’s an exit just down to the 
right. But the guard is just taking a piss, so 
let’s go.” 

Bruce grinned. 

Gerald said, “Pll be damned again.” 

Ronda turned and hurried off. The group 
moved to the open door and peeked their 
heads out. 

“Where’d she go now?” Tom asked, 
confused. 

Bruce shrugged and said, “Let’s hurry 
before the guard returns.” 

Linda and her husband were the last out, 
each looking ashamed for escaping their 
capture. Linda sniffed the air and wretched, 
saying, “Oh, it smells awful out here!” 

John gave her a light nudge and told her 
to keep it quiet. Bruce was happy to hear him 
say it for once. 

They only made it about fifteen feet away 
from the room before someone shouted behind 
them, “Don’t move!” 


Bruce looked over his shoulder to see a 
muscular and dirty man standing some thirty 
yards back. In his hand was an automatic with 
warpaint on its stock, leveled on all of them. 
He looked mean and trigger-happy. 

“Get back in the fucking room or I put 
you down,” he growled. 

Linda tried to hold back a sneeze but 
failed. The shrill sound of it startled the guard, 
and he immediately pumped her full of lead. 
As Linda fell backward in a mist of red, her 
husband dropped to his knees in an attempt to 
catch her. He screamed and cried as the guard 
turned his gun on the others. 

“Back in the fucking room!” he roared. 

For a moment, John cradled his dead 
wife, her blood already climbing the length of 
his arms. Her head hung limply to the side 
with her eyes rolled upward. Seconds seemed 
to stretch like minutes, with everyone frozen 
in place. Then John suddenly stood and 
charged the guard. Even with bullets tearing 
through him, John managed to cross the 
distance between him and the armed cultist. 
As he launched his shredded body onto the 
brute, the others turned to run for the back 
door. 


Once outside, it was chaos. Bruce was 
immediately cut off from the others, everyone 
having taken a different path. The trees were 
close, like Vince said. Bruce was in the woods 
in seconds, moving as quickly as possible. An 
alarm sounded a moment later, suggesting 
John hadn’t killed the guard in his last stand. 

As Bruce climbed the incline, gunfire 
strafed the trees, sending a bullet through his 
calf. He bit down hard on his tongue—hard 
enough to fill his mouth with blood—and 
dropped to the ground. Just ahead of him was 
an outcropping of rock. He limped his way to 
it and hid. It only took a second of waiting 
before more gunfire sounded. He wondered if 
any of the others had been hit. He creeped 
along the rock on his stomach and looked 
down toward the plant. 

Some hundred yards to his right, Gerald 
was making the climb with some difficulty. It 
didn’t appear that he was hurt, but just tired. 
Bruce was about to call out for him when the 
old man tripped on something. Though he 
stumbled, Gerald did not fall. Instead, he 
looked down at his feet and said something 
Bruce could not hear. Then a log on a 
pendulum trap swung down from above and 


tore off Gerald’s head. It happened so 
suddenly and violently that Bruce choked on 
his intake of breath. Gerald’s corpse dropped 
backward as his head shot through the woods 
and out of sight. 

Traps, Bruce thought, rolling onto his 
back and looking up the hill. Of course, there’s 
traps. Shit! 

The whine of a megaphone split the 
horrible silence that followed Gerald’s 
decapitation, and a familiar voice followed. 
One that Bruce had heard on the radio and 
television numerous times in recent weeks. 

“You may think you’ve got us beat, but 
you don’t.” 

It was their leader, Pastor Jebediah Bain. 

“Come on back, and maybe you'll live 
long enough to understand my glory and our 
path. After all, whether you like it or not...I 
am your new God.” 

Bruce’s leg was killing him, but the fear 
he felt from hearing that voice was somehow 
worse. 

“You, hello. I see you over there. Stop 
with the indecision and return to me.” 

Bruce looked over the rock carefully to 
see who was caught. At first, he saw no one. 


But then Omar was coaxed from the trees, 
shaking and terrified. Now Bruce could see 
Bain as well, standing near a cargo truck 
beside the rear building. He was backed by ten 
others, all of whom were armed. Bruce even 
recognized a few of them. 

Bain held his arms outstretched to Omar, 
trying to guide him into a hug. “Come, my 
friend. You'll see me as that and more soon 
enough. Let me teach you.” 

Omar was about ten feet from the pastor 
now, ever hesitant. Bruce considered taking 
this opportunity to run but couldn’t bring 
himself to tear his eyes away from _ his 
neighbor. What was Bain planning to do to 
him? 

Into the megaphone, the pastor said, 
“Your friend is joining me. Who else will 
choose life over death?” This, he directed to 
the trees. 

Omar paused and looked over his 
shoulders to see if anyone else would show 
themselves. By Bruce’s count, there were three 
of his neighbors unaccounted for—Ronda, 
Tom, and Vince. He hoped none of them had 
been gunned down or befallen a trap like 
Gerald. 


“Come on in here,” Bain said, again 
holding open his arms. “Embrace me.” 

Omar appeared to be openly crying now. 
Surely, he suspected the worst, but saw no 
escape. He went awkwardly into Bain’s arms, 
which enfolded him for a moment, megaphone 
and all. The pastor used his free hand to pat 
Omar several times, hushing his cries. Then a 
knife appeared, one that was swiftly thrust 
into the center of Omar’s spine and wrenched 
upward to the base of his neck. Omar twitched 
for only a second before dropping dead weight 
to the dirt before Bain’s feet. 

Bruce rolled over, prepared to run, but 
found himself facing two armed cultists. 

“Yowre going nowhere without us, pal,” 
the woman said, pushing the barrel of her 
shotgun within inches of Bruce’s face. 
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His calf was going limp beneath him, but the 
soldiers—that’s how he thought of them now, 
more than just “cultists’—didn’t give a shit. 
They half-dragged him down the hill toward 
the pastor below, whose hands were spread 
wide with Omar dead at his feet. The smile on 
his face was bewildering, one that Bruce could 


not decipher. All that came to mind was, This 
fucking guy is insane. 

As they came to level ground, kicking up 
the dust that surrounded the plant, Pastor Bain 
asked how many others they were still waiting 
on. 

“There are three unaccounted for,” said 
the girl holding Bruce’s right arm. 

Vince, Tom, and Ronda, Bruce reminded 
himself. They’re still out there. God, I hope 
they’ve gotten away. 

The pastor placed his hands on Bruce’s 
shoulders, taking his full attention. At each 
side of him, the soldiers held on tightly, not 
ready to let go. 

“Bruce Mernard,” the pastor said with 
admiration. “Oh, how happy I am to see you 
with us today.” 

“You know my name?” Bruce asked. 
Before the cult had moved into the valley, he’d 
never seen this man before. Even now, this 
was the first time they’d met to his knowledge. 

“IT know much more than your name, 
friend,” Bain replied, gently patting Bruce’s 
shoulders. Then he took a step back and 
looked off toward the trees. With this 
distraction, Bruce took count of how many 


soldiers were currently outside. Including the 
two holding him up, there were six others in 
sight. He imagined there were another few up 
the hill right now looking for his neighbors. 
He had no chance of running and surviving. 

The pastor turned back to him, his smile 
returning. “Bruce, did you ever find out what 
happened to your mother? Wait! Don’t answer 
that. I already know the answer.” His hands 
came together as if he were about to say a 
prayer. Then he leaned forward slightly and 
said, “She hopped off the mountain, did she 
not?” 

Bruce shook his head in disbelief. Very 
few people knew that story. Even Bruce’s 
closest friends had been only told her death 
was from suicide. “How do you know about 
that?” 

“Your father became a heavy drinker, 
right? And can you blame him? But it’s a 
shame he stopped paying you and your sister 
any mind. Let you two kind of raise yourselves 
after the incident, right?” Bain shook his head 
sadly. “Some would argue he did not kill 
himself as well, but he did. Wouldn’t you 
agree? Drinking himself to death the way he 
did...the poisoning seemed rather intentional.” 


“Who the fuck have you been talking to?” 

Some yelling sounded in the hills, 
followed by a gunshot. 

Bain looked toward the trees again, but 
quickly returned his attention to Bruce. “You 
masturbated for the first time at the age of 
eleven but didn’t understand the concept yet. 
You just rubbed yourself and saw the 
stickiness at the tip of your cock. Thought 
you’d come. Yes? It went like that for a year 
or more, before you really figured things out.” 

Bruce wanted to attack the man but 
couldn’t. What good would it do? They’d kill 
him immediately. So, what if the freak knew 
things he shouldn’t? Was that worth getting 
shot over? 

Bain was watching him closely. “You’re 
angry, aren’t you?” he asked. “You know, I 
can recount things that wouldn’t be so 
embarrassing. Like...the time you stole some 
candy from the corner store when you were a 
teenager. That’s hardly embarrassing anymore, 
right? Everyone knew about it instantly. News 
spread around the valley like that.” He 
snapped his fingers theatrically. “You probably 
don’t care if I share that.” 

“You’re losing your touch,” Bruce said. 


“You went from surprising me with your 
knowledge, to boring me. As you said, 
everyone knows about that petty theft.” 

The pastor waved a finger at him. “Yes, 
yes, yes.” 

Movement was coming down the hill 
quickly. A group of soldiers was bringing 
Vince and Tom out of the trees now, the 
couple bruised and bleeding a bit, but nothing 
serious. 

The pastor shot them a friendly wave 
before turning back to Bruce. “Okay, Bruce. 
Let’s play it closer in time. A month ago, you 
laid with Shannon in sweat. She’s married, 
isn’t she? Does her husband know that the two 
of you are shaking the sheets behind his 
back?” 

Bruce grinded his teeth tightly. 

“You know, you can ask me any 
question,” Bain offered him. “Ill admit, I don’t 
have all the answers at the ready, but I think 
I'd still do well enough. I spoke with the 
Greater Power when I found out you were 
here and was told quite a bit about you and 
your family.” 

“T don’t feel like testing you,” Bruce 
growled. 


“Well, you'll be tested soon enough, 
friend, because the Greater Power will be 
joining us before the day’s end.” 

Bruce looked beyond the pastor at Vince 
and Tom as they were beaten to the ground by 
several soldiers. Bain turned to them and 
shooed them away. “Ah, my sinning men. 
How are you this afternoon?” 

Tom was curled up in a ball, crying. 
Vince was on his hands and knees, blood 
dripping from his smashed jaw. 

“Where’s your other friend? The small 
woman?” the pastor asked them, nudging Tom 
gently with his foot. 

Bruce laughed. 

Bain looked back at him. “What’s so 
funny?” 

“T guess you’re not as all-knowing as you 
want us to think,” Bruce said. “Your Greater 
Power is keeping quiet now?” 

The pastor glared at him. “He’s not with 
us right now. But don’t you worry. We’ll go 
see him shortly.” 

One of the soldiers from the side moved 
in quickly and, without warning, shoved the 
butt of his rifle into Bruce’s face, knocking him 
out cold. 
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When Bruce came around again, he found 
himself secured to the cross of a tow truck. 
There was another one beside him, hosting 
Tom in the same manner. A ten-foot chain was 
latched around his ankles and stretched across 
the dirt. On its other end was Vince, bound to 
the chain by his wrists. Bruce recognized the 
design’s purpose immediately and prepared 
himself for a bloody ride. 

The pastor was discussing his plans with 
three of the armed guards near the tree line. 
They spoke in hushed voices, but that didn’t 
stop Bruce from trying to eavesdrop. He heard 
scattered words, none of which amounted to 
anything cohesive. Nevertheless, he heard 
“Greater Power,” “ 

necklace,” and “the church” referenced 
numerous times in their conversation. He 
knew where they were headed next and who 
they’d be meeting, but the necklace was 
something new. His eyes searched the pastor 
for jewelry, but he could not see anything. 

The group dispersed from the trees and 
approached the trucks. As soldiers moved 
around each vehicle to drive, the pastor 
paused before Bruce. His eyes were piercing 


and black, unnatural. They seemed to see 
inside of Bruce, which made him feel cold 
despite the blazing sun directly above them. 

“My friend. ’m glad we met today. The 
Greater Power has promised me that you'll 
become very important in our mission. I 
cannot wait to see what He has in store for 
you.” 

Bruce opened his mouth, but found he 
had nothing to say. He was in a waiting game 
for now. There was nothing he could do. 

The pastor turned himself to face Tom. 
“You, on the other hand, are just fodder for 
the fire.” He looked down at his feet, where 
Vince was semi-conscious in the dirt. “The 
same for you. But you know...a fire needs 
tending. A fire needs fuel.” He looked beyond 
the prisoners and nodded in the direction of 
the drivers. A moment later, the engines of 
both trucks roared to life. 

“Tll see you three at the church shortly. 
Enjoy the ride!” 

As the trucks began to move, Vince began 
to scream. It didn’t take long for his clothing 
to shred and expose his bare skin to the dirt 
and rock surrounding the meat plant. When 
they turned sharply onto the pavement of RHV 


Road a minute later, Vince was thrown into 
the air momentarily. When he landed and 
tumbled, it was hard enough to silence him. 

Though the church wasn’t far, the trucks 
continued to increase their speed whenever 
possible, as if they were racing to their 
destination. Vince was destroyed along the 
way, left unrecognizable and falling apart by 
the time they’d reached the church. Tom was 
inconsolable from his cross, demanding he, 
too, be killed. Bruce ached for the man, 
tempted to end Tom’s pain himself. 

The trucks had pulled into the lot at an 
arc, positioning their rears to the front steps of 
the church. Bruce looked up at the structure— 
which was simple in appearance yet calming— 
and wondered what they were doing here. The 
entrance to the narthex was open and 
welcoming, and through it Bruce could see the 
pastor had set up an operation for his radio 
and television appearances in the nave. There 
were tables of equipment everywhere, 
including caches of weapons and propaganda. 

As Bruce studied the church, he admired 
its bright- blue backdrop of clear sky. If he 
was going to die today, at least he would have 
a beautiful view of the steeple. 


He blinked. One second, there was the 
church; the next, there was the pastor standing 
before him. Bruce startled at the sight of his 
shark-like smile and proximity. There were no 
other vehicles around, nor had Bain been 
riding in the trucks. How was he here? 
Assuming he’d come on foot, he must have 
sprinted across properties to make it so 
quickly. Even then, Bruce wasn’t sure it was 
possible. The man didn’t appear fatigued in 
any way. His clothing wasn’t even mussed. 

“Welcome to the beginning of New Reed 
High Valley, Mr. Mernard.” 

“A bit of a mouthful, isn’t it?” 

“Your wit entertains me, my friend. You 
can be my comic relief in what the unbelievers 
will call an apocalypse.” 

Bruce shut his eyes and took a deep 
breath. “Why are we here, Bain?” 

The pastor nodded, clapping his hands 
together. “Of course, right to the point. We’re 
here to summon the Greater Power, of 
course,” he exclaimed, reaching into his shirt 
and retrieving an ancient-looking chain. What 
hung from was a twisted and sharp shape with 
a blood- red stone in its center. Bain removed 
the necklace from around his neck and held it 


in the palm of his hands like a small animal, 
whispering to it in a language Bruce did not 
recognize. It looked as if he were coaxing a 
bird out of its egg. 

Behind him, a scorched circle appeared at 
the foot of the steeple steps. As Bain’s 
incantation continued—now rising in volume 
—the circle grew larger and began smoking. 

Bruce couldn’t believe his eyes. A portal 
was opening. Something was _ coming. 
Something that was actually real. 

The pastor turned to face the circle, still 
speaking ceremoniously. As he Bain moved, 
Bruce’s eyes fixed on the necklace, which 
called to him. Bruce could now hear 
unfamiliar words within his head, words that 
set fire in his veins. They did not belong to the 
pastor, nor were they the words he was 
chanting. 

Bruce suddenly found that he wanted the 
necklace more than anything. He wanted the 
power it possessed. 

The portal in front of the steps was now 
billowing smoke into the blue sky, turning day 
into night overhead the church grounds. Ash 
began to fall around them like snow, but dark 
and hot. Each fleck that touched Bruce’s bare 


skin stung like the bite of a flame. 

Beside him, Tom continued to weep 
quietly, his eyes strained and red. 

A shot rang out from beyond the church 
like a crack of thunder. The right side of Bain’s 
skull immediately exploded outward in a 
shower of bloody fragments, spinning his body 
in place. As the pastor collapsed at an 
awkward angle, the portal behind him quickly 
folded in on itself and vanished. After a 
second of shock, the soldiers that had driven 
the trucks rushed forward with their guns, 
shooting blindly in search of the sniper. There 
was another shot fired, this one from behind 
the short, stone wall separating the church 
grounds and Ronda’s property. The soldier 
nearest Bruce took the bullet in his throat, the 
caliber high enough to leave his head hanging 
on by a thread as he fell against the side of the 
truck. 

“The wall!” someone shouted. 

The soldiers now had a location to 
suppress. The sniper vanished from sight as 
bullets tore across the stone. Whoever was 
responsible had to have been small to move so 
smoothly behind the wall without coming into 
view, for a moment later they were located on 


the opposite end. Bruce caught sight of their 
scope as it was quickly leveled. Another crack 
of thunder and the soldier beside Tom spilled 
his guts onto the pavement. He howled 
horribly as he fell and _ clutched his 
overflowing midsection. 

There was only one soldier remaining. He 
took a defensive position behind the front of 
the truck and began to loudly pray for his 
safety. Bruce searched for the sniper’s scope, 
but it was gone once more. From somewhere 
behind the church, glass shattered. Through 
the open doors, Bruce could see flames 
spreading throughout the nave. A Molotov had 
been thrown through the window. 

Ronda appeared alongside the church a 
moment later, a large rifle in her hands. Bruce 
was surprised she could carry the enormous 
weapon, let alone use it. 

The remaining soldier poked his head out 
from the front of the truck and saw her 
coming. He quickly stuck himself out and 
squeezed the trigger of his handgun three 
times. Ronda had seen him move into view 
before he could take the shots, and dove for 
cover behind a tree. The soldier tried firing 
again but was cursed with the clicks of an 


empty magazine. Ronda slipped back into 
sight, leveled her rifle, and quickly took aim. 
The soldier returned to the front of the truck 
just in time; Ronda’s shot only skimmed his 
bicep. The man screamed and began cursing 
repeatedly. 

“Just let me end it!” Ronda called to him, 
moving forward once more. She _ looked 
exhausted and dirty from her earlier escape. 
Bruce couldn’t believe someone so small and 
feeble- looking could kill the way she had, or 
at all. 

“Fuck you!” the soldier grunted. 

Ronda slung her rifle onto her back and 
pulled out a revolver instead. As she walked, 
she raised the gun and kept aim on the cover 
the soldier was using. Bruce tried to keep his 
eyes on her, but the voice in his head was 
back. The necklace was calling for his 
attention once more, from the clenched hand 
of the fallen pastor. Bruce looked beyond 
Ronda as she took shots at the front of the 
truck, his eyes locking instead on _ the 
necklace’s chain that lay curled in the 
bloodied pavement. 

Two quick pops from over his shoulder 
brought Bruce back to reality. Ronda returned 


to his side a moment later with keys to free 
him. Once he was off the cross, Bruce found 
that he couldn’t really move his arms; they felt 
loose and sore in their sockets. He winced 
momentarily, distracted by the pain and 
wanting to sleep off his discomfort. Then his 
eyes fell upon the pastor once more. As he 
crossed over to the corpse and retrieved the 
necklace, Ronda helped Tom down from his 
cross. Quickly, Bruce pocketed the necklace 
before anyone took notice. 

“What do we do now?” Tom asked 
weakly, his eyes bloodshot and his dirty face 
streaked with tears. “Call the police?” 

Ronda said, “The county police were 
owned by Bain. Even with him dead...I don’t 
know if we can trust the locals.” 

Tom dropped to his knees by Vince’s 
broken and bloody form. Pointlessly, he 
searched for a pulse and suggested they try the 
FBI. “Surely, they knew at least a little about 
what was going on in this valley.” 

Ronda eyed Bruce as he straightened and 
stepped away from the pastor’s body. “They 
might,” she replied, distractedly. 

Tom felt lost and alone, but he found he 
was incapable of crying any more than he 


already had. Instead, he lifted his partner’s 
corpse and took it to the cab of the truck. “I’m 
taking him home. Don’t bother giving me a 
call or stopping by. I won’t be sticking 
around.” After he’d secured Vince inside the 
truck and slipped behind the wheel, he pulled 
away from the burning church as the others 
watched on in silence. 

Once they were alone, Ronda turned to 
face Bruce with the revolver still held at her 
side. “What did you do?” she asked him. 

“What do you mean?” 

“You took something off the pastor.” 

“No, I didn’t.” 

Ronda pursed her lips in irritation. 

Bruce tried changing the subject. “How 
did you escape the plant?” 

“Tm small. It’s easy for me to disappear.” 

“Are you a hunter or something? How the 
hell can you shoot like that?” 

“My father was a hunter. He took me on 
trips every weekend growing up.” 

Bruce opened his mouth to ask another 
question but found that he didn’t care. In the 
back of his head, the necklace was speaking in 
its unknown language. And yet, he could 
understand the strange words. 


Kill her before it’s too late. 

“Bruce?” 

He blinked and refocused on Ronda. How 
much time had passed since he last spoke? He 
turned toward the church and watched as the 
steeple tipped over and crashed through the 
nave’s roof. The collapse sent a wave of heat 
out of the church and over them. Ronda took 
several steps back and covered her face, but 
Bruce held his ground. Debris fired into his 
eyes, but he hardly noticed. Something was 
different about him now. And it had to do 
with the necklace. 
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When Bruce returned home, he wasn’t sure 
what to expect. To find the house still standing 
was his first surprise. His second came in the 
form of a note left pinned to his fridge. 

Together, we will do great things. - JB 

The pastor had been confident in his 
recruiting, it seemed. 

As Bruce climbed the stairs to the shower 
—he was soaked with sweat and covered in 
dirt—the necklace warmed his pocket. He 
removed it at the sink and examined it in the 
palms of his hands. The chain was glowing 


orange, as if it'd been held over an open flame 
for some time. But when Bruce touched it, the 
heat was comforting. The blood- red medallion 
was hypnotizing this up close. 

“IT must be losing my mind,” he sighed, 
hanging the necklace from the towel hook by 
the door. It was difficult tearing his eyes from 
it, but once he did, Bruce was able to finally 
strip and step into the shower. The water felt 
amazing against his sunburned skin, but the 
voice in his head was ever distracting. 
Sometimes he could translate it, other times 
he couldn’t. Right now, the voice was speaking 
in rapid-fire, much too fast for Bruce to 
understand. Why had he even taken the damn 
thing? He should have tossed it into the fire of 
the church. 

You can’t. 

The voice had slowed and become more 
direct with him. 

You need Him. You need us. 

Bruce scrubbed shampoo through his 
hair, trying hard to shake himself free of the 
voice. “This is crazy. Leave me alone.” 

That woman is now outside your house. 

Bruce paused. “Wait. What?” 

The doorbell rang downstairs. 


“Shit.” 

She needs to go. She wants to stop you. 

Bruce washed the shampoo out of his hair 
and stepped out of the shower to grab a towel. 
As he began to dry off, the doorbell rang 
again. He stuck his head out the bathroom 
door and shouted, “Give me a minute!” 

Don’t let her inside. 

Bruce glared at the necklace where it 
hung and said nothing. Then he wrapped a 
towel around his waist and began down the 
stairs. The doorbell chimed a third time as he 
stepped into the foyer. He swung the door 
open angrily to find Ronda on the front porch, 
impatiently waiting. 

“What the hell is it, Ronda? I was trying 
to shower off the blood.” 

“We need to talk,” she said, attempting to 
push past him. 

Bruce took Ronda by the shoulders and 
pushed her back. “Who the fuck do you think 
you are? Before today, we’d never even 
spoken before. You can’t just barge into my 
house.” 

Ronda looked up at him and shoved a 
finger in his face. “I know you took it, Bruce! 
The necklace. It will change you! Jebediah 


was once a good man, believe it or not.” 

“What we saw at the church was just a 
parlor trick,” he said, adjusting his towel so 
that it wouldn’t drop. “There’s no magic or 
evil or Greater Power. The pastor was just a 
violent man off his nut.” 

Ronda studied him for a moment, trying 
to reach a decision. Bruce watched her right 
back, not sure what to expect. 

“It’s spoken to you, hasn’t it?” she asked 
carefully. 

“What are you talking about?” 

“The necklace.” 

“T don’t have it. The pastor does.” 

“No, he doesn’t. I looked for it.” 

“Why would you do that?” 

“Because it called to me, too. Why do you 
think I came to your rescue? I don’t even 
know you.” 

Bruce wasn’t sure how to respond. “So... 
you heard the necklace and grabbed your 
rifle? You weren’t already planning to fight 
back?” 

“Of course not. I was going to get the hell 
out of the valley.” 

“So, this is really about you just wanting 
to take the necklace away from me?” 


“T knew you fucking had it.” 

For such a small woman, she was fierce. 
And capable of killing. 

“What do you want it for?” he asked her. 

“The same as you.” 

“T,..don’t even know why I have it.” 

Ronda tore down his towel and then 
pushed past him into the house. Bruce cursed, 
grabbed up his cover, and stepped back into 
the foyer, shutting the door behind them. 

“Tt wants us to open the portal,” she said 
as she rushed up the stairs. 

“Where are you going?” he called after 
her, giving chase. 

“To the bathroom, of course.” 

Before he could stop her, Ronda had the 
necklace and was shoving Bruce aside to leave 
back the way she came. He tried grabbing her 
but lost his towel again. 

“Damn it!” 

“IT’S MINE!” Ronda screamed _ shrilly, 
rushing down the stairs. 

Bruce cursed once more, ran to the 
bedroom, and grabbed the first pair of pants 
he could find. By the time he’d reached the 
foyer and looked out the front door—which 
Ronda had left wide open—he saw her 


cradling the necklace in her palms and 
chanting like the pastor had back at the 
church. 

“Stop!” he roared, charging out the door 
and down the steps. 

The voice erupted inside his head: Leave 
us be! 

An invisible force tossed him to the side 
just as he was about to tackle Ronda. She 
looked over her shoulder at him and smirked. 
Her eyes had turned black, and her teeth had 
sharpened. 

The color drained from Bruce’s face. “Oh, 
shit.” 

The scorched circle had returned, this 
time in his front yard. The grass turned black 
and then blew away in the wind, just ash. 
Again, the sky above them began to darken as 
the portal grew and rose from the ground. 

“What are you doing?” he called to 
Ronda. 

“Bear witness!” she screamed, her voice 
now inhumane and monstrous. 

The smoke rising from the scorched earth 
suddenly turned to dirt and fell like a heavy 
curtain. A tall figure emerged, red and 
muscular and featureless. It stood nine feet 
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tall, if not more, and towered over them like a 
headmaster scrutinizing its schoolchildren. 
The creature’s skin was smooth, even its face. 
There were no eyes. No mouth or nose or ears. 
It was as if the figure was sculpted of plastic 
without design. 

Bruce stumbled backward several steps, 
wishing to run. “Dear God...” 

The demon turned its blank face down 
upon him, its presence terrifying. 

You have failed, Bruce Mernard. You’ve 
been bested by this tiny creature. Embarrassing. 

Bruce’s heart sank. Was this the devil or 
just a devil? Either way, it was clearly more 
powerful than he, which meant he didn’t stand 
a chance. Would running even work? 

You can try, the demon told him as it read 
his mind. 

Bruce began to panic. His legs turned to 
rubber, and he dropped to the ground. He was 
about to pick himself up and launch back to 
the house when he spotted one of the brick- 
sized stones lining his driveway. 

Ronda had her back to him with the 
necklace still held in the palm of her hands. As 
the demon studied Bruce, she continued to 
chant in an unfamiliar language. Were her 


words keeping the demon in place? Or doing 
something else? 

Only one way to find out, he decided. 

Bruce quickly picked up the stone, rushed 
to Ronda’s backside, and crushed her skull 
with it. The necklace fell, as did Ronda. As she 
hit the ground limply, her brains spilled onto 
the side of the driveway. The demon stood in 
his circle, watching with interest. Bruce 
scooped up the necklace—its chain even 
hotter than before—and clenched it in his fist. 
He then swiveled to face the demon and shook 
the chain at it. 

“You need this!” 

A laugh echoed inside his head. 

With it, you can summon me. You’d be a 
fool to destroy it. 

Bruce brought the necklace close to his 
chest and looked down at it. Warmth spread 
through his hand and up his arm. It was 
soothing, yet powerful. It felt like adrenaline 
was climbing his veins. 

“Why would I want you?” he asked the 
demon without removing his eyes from the 
medallion. 

Together, we can rule. 

Bruce looked up at the beast. It was a 


featureless thing of nightmares. He swore he’d 
seen it before in his sleep, in the shadows and 
corners all his life. 

“Why would I want to rule this place? Or 
any place?” 

Why would you not? 

From down the hill, a pickup truck took a 
sharp turn onto the long gravel driveway 
leading to Bruce’s cabin. His eyes flicked to 
the vehicle and its four passengers, who 
appeared vengeful and well-armed. They were 
the pastor’s devoted believers. His now 
leaderless militia. 

They’re coming for you. What will you do 
about it? 

Bruce crooked his head upward at the 
demon, his body surging with the necklace’s 
fire. He felt different. Empowered and 
entitled. 

“Kill them,” he commanded. 

The demon turned as the truck barreled 
up the driveway and toward Bruce. The 
demon swiped at the soldiers in the pickup 
bed, sending them flying backward a hundred 
feet. They landed hard and rolled. The truck, 
however, continued forward. Bruce dove to 
the side, nearly getting run over. The truck 


smashed into his front porch instead, sending 
one unbuckled soldier flying through the 
windshield and into the frame of the front 
door. An audible snap announced his likely 
death. The driver, on the other hand, jumped 
out of the truck with an automatic weapon 
and began firing. The demon appeared in front 
of Bruce in a flash, accepting the bullets 
without so much as a shudder. The soldier 
cursed and stumbled backward into the flower 
bushes. 

“Tear him apart,” Bruce growled, getting 
back onto his feet. 

The demon’s arm extended, and _ its 
fingers stretched like snakes. The hand took 
hold of the man around his waist and pulled 
him out of the garden. The demon then turned 
to Bruce as it took the screaming soldier in 
both his hands and pulled him apart. Blood 
and guts spilled across the grass, steaming and 
stinking. 

Bruce grinned. 

What shall we do next? 

Bruce looked down at the necklace in his 
hand and tried wrestling his thoughts. It was 
as if something was changing him from the 
inside out. He knew he should send the demon 


back to Hell but found that he couldn’t. He 
wanted the necklace’s power more. 

Together, the demon and he left the hill 
and stepped onto RHV Road. Around his neck, 
Bruce wore the necklace, his eyes turning 
black. 


THE TAX MAN 
KNOCKS 


PART ONE 
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The road was difficult for an ageing "94 Camry 
with high mileage, but this was the way 
Cameron was headed. He’d anticipated a lack 
of pavement on the road as it rounded its way 
up the mountain, but he hadn’t figured the 
path to be so riddled with holes and crumbling 
rock. Most of the time, the road was only wide 
enough for one vehicle; Cameron wasn’t sure 
what was expected of him if a car were to 
meet his nose at any point. Would he reverse 
down a winding mountain until he was on the 
main road? 

“This better be worth it,” he said to 


himself as yet another crater rocked his 
vehicle roughly from side to side. “This will be 
worth it.” 

There were vacation cabins all over the 
mountains of Gatlinburg. Most of them were 
far larger than any home he’d ever lived in, 
despite having worked his ass off since the age 
of fourteen. Three levels high, some with 
indoor pools, game rooms complete with pool 
tables, and even theaters. What did he have to 
do to get himself a piece of such luxury? 

“This,” he said, nodding to himself. “This 
is how people like me find the top.” 

Though he passed many cabins during 
the drive, it took Cameron another twenty 
minutes to make his slow way to the 
destination he had in mind. Thanks to a friend 
—who was now waiting for his cut of the job 
—Cameron knew which cabin a certain 
wealthy family was renting for the week. And 
up here, where vacationers only stayed for a 
few days at a time, he would essentially be 
invisible, just another unfamiliar face in the 
crowd. As long as he didn’t do anything 
stupid, nobody would remember him. He 
could be just another piece of the passing 
scenery. 


The cabin in question was, more or less, 
what he expected. There appeared to be three 
levels, a large wraparound deck, a fence along 
the cliffside to keep people from taking one 
step too many, and trash cans chained 
together against a post. In the sliver of space 
available for parking, an impressive black 
Mercedes-Benz GLB-Class was sitting pretty. 

What helped make this family the easy 
choice was the location of their cabin; it 
wasn’t the furthest rental from the road, but 
close to it. The next cabin was up around the 
curve and out of sight, separated by a thick 
stretch of trees. Cameron was confident they 
could scream all they wanted out here and not 
raise any alarm. And if someone did hear 
them, they’d probably just regard Cameron 
and the family as just another group of college 
kids on vacation, drinking and partying in 
Gatlinburg. Cameron had already passed one 
place littered with red Solo cups, bottles, and 
kegs. It was summer, after all. 

He saw no reason to hide. He pulled right 
in beside the Mercedes, quickly snorted a bit 
of cocaine, checked his 454 Raging Bull—an 
overkill of a revolver—and climbed out of his 
Camry. As he rounded its hood toward the 


porch stairs, he took note of the new dents and 
scratches he’d acquired from the rocky road 
during his drive up. 

Off to the side of the front door, he saw a 
keypad and lockbox. He wondered if the rental 
had security cameras running while the place 
was in use. He wouldn’t think so, what with 
privacy and all, but who the hell knew 
anymore. In the spirit of working smart, he 
eyed the porch for any obvious points of 
surveillance. Nothing caught his eye, which 
meant there was one less thing for him to 
worry about. 

Cameron rang the doorbell and waited 
patiently for someone to answer. According to 
his friend at the rental agency, there was a 
family staying here: a wife, husband, and two 
kids. Well, not exactly kids. One was a recent 
high school graduate, and the other was in 
college, only a decade or so younger than 
Cameron. 

It was the father that answered, confused 
as to why they would have a visitor at their 
rental. He opened the door, nevertheless, and 
forced a welcoming smile. “Can I help you?” 

“Tt’s time for the census, my friend, and I 
have just a few questions to ask,” Cameron 


told him cheerfully. As an afterthought, he 
reached into his pocket and pulled out a mask 
to throw over his mouth. Surely, the 
government wasn’t allowing their people to go 
door to door without protection during a 
pandemic. 

The father—his name was Ben, if 
Cameron was’ remembering  correctly— 
considered the request for a moment before 
nodding. He seemed to have been put at ease 
by the inclusion of the mask, not that it would 
matter for him in the end. “Oh, yeah. Sure. 
But...this isn’t our house. It’s just a vacation 
spot. There’s probably one of you guys at our 
actual home in New York.” 

Cameron nodded, licking his lips and 
looking beyond the man. He was only half 
listening to him. “I was made aware that most 
of this mountain is rental property, but I’ve 
still been told by my supervisor I have to 
collect the agency information and ask how 
many people are in your party.” He could hear 
a TV playing around the corner, as well as 
voices. The rest of the family sounded close. 

“Oh.” The father seemed to consider 
declining cooperation, but then shrugged. “I 
have a business card for the agency. Let me 


fetch it.” 

As he turned his back, Cameron brought 
forth his Raging Bull and said, “That will work 
just fine. And how many people are staying 
here currently?” 

“Just four,” the father said, looking only 
slightly over his shoulder to answer. But it was 
enough to catch a flickering glimpse of the sun 
as it reflected off the barrel of Cameron’s gun. 
He quickly spun in mid-step, nearly tripping in 
the process. “Wait, what the—” 

Cameron squeezed the trigger. The shot 
echoed through the enormous cabin like an 
angry thunderstorm. The father—Ben?—flew 
forward into the kitchen as dead weight, his 
chest cratered and bloody. Cameron stepped 
into the foyer and shut the door behind him as 
the son appeared around the corner to see 
what had happened. Cameron aimed the gun 
at him next and shouted for the boy to drop to 
his knees. He then hurried around the dying 
man to get an angle on the TV space where 
two women were on their knees and looking 
over the backside of the couch. Their eyes 
were wide, and their mouths open in stunned 
silence. 

“All of you, over here and on your knees 


or Ill shoot some more,” Cameron said, 
waving his revolver dramatically. 

The boy was already down, but clearly 
calculating the situation. As the girls moved 
closer—trembling so badly that they almost 
had to crawl toward him—Cameron pointed 
the barrel of his Raging Bull directly at the 
son’s head. 

“Stop thinking of a way out of this,” he 
said. “Or you end up like your father, after I’ve 
made you watch me do your mom and sister.” 

The boy looked as if he might explode, 
but instead he nodded. Once the three family 
members were side by side on their knees, 
Cameron grinned and took a step back to 
admire them as a collection. He took a mental 
photograph of their surrender and saved it to 
memory. 

“[m down on my luck, unlike you all, 
judging by this fucking place and that Benz 
outside. So, think of me as the Tax Man 
coming to collect—someone needs to spread 
their wealth.” 

The mother couldn’t tear her eyes away 
from her husband lying behind Cameron. She 
was probably wondering if he was dead or 
not. Though Cameron hadn’t checked, he was 


sure the old boy was a goner by now. 

“T will try to make this as comfortable as 
possible, believe it or not,” he said. “You 
know, considering what damage has already 
been done. But if you cooperate, no more 
blood will be shed. Deal?” 

The sister was the only one who nodded. 
The boy was glaring at Cameron in a way that 
no person had ever looked at him before, and 
the mother was still staring beyond him at the 
corpse. 

“Come on, guys. Let me hear you.” 

Finally, he got some muttered responses 
of “yes” and “deal.” He didn’t really care who 
said what; they would all be dead by the end 
of this. He only wanted them to believe there 
was a light at the end of this tunnel. 

Cameron reached into his back waistband 
and removed a collection of zip ties. He then 
tossed the bag at the young girl and said, 
“Restrain your brother and then your mother.” 

With shaking hands and silent tears 
running down her cheeks, the girl obeyed. It 
took several minutes of fumbling, but finally 
she was the only one without hands squeezed 
behind her back. 

Cameron stepped forward. “Now, Ill do 
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you. 

The brother lunged forward on his knees 
and growled, “Stay away from her!” 

Cameron laughed and kicked the boy 
square in the mouth with his steel toe boots. 
Blood and teeth fell as the boy toppled 
backward in pain. The others cried audibly 
now, squirming against each other. 

“Oh, shut up,” Cameron said, rolling his 
eyes and moving around the boy to grab him 
by the hair and put him back onto his knees, 
all the while pressing the revolver against the 
kid’s neck. 

“Tt would do you good to calm down,” 
Cameron told him. “Or my threats will get 
real. Real fast. I never said I was going to fuck 
your sister, did I? But she does need to be tied 
up, Same as you.” 

He turned to the girl and told her to put 
her hands behind her back. Once he had her in 
zip ties as well, he stood himself before the 
family and addressed them. “Like I tried to 
explain before, I would like to make this as 
comfortable as possible. Why don’t we each 
say our names and something interesting 
about ourselves?” He grinned and placed a 
hand on his chest. “My name is Cameron and 


I’m good at hurting people. You want to know 
a secret? You all aren’t my first. Hell, I have a 
bitch tied up in a neighboring town, just 
waiting for me to return home with some milk 
and eggs.” His smile and tone dropped as he 
turned his eyes on the mother. “You’re next, 
sweetheart.” 

She stuttered and swallowed hard before 
speaking. “Gabrielle. Um...I like to knit 
clothes for the church.” 

Cameron hitched a laugh. “You think 
mentioning the church is going to send out an 
SOS to the big man or something? Okay, 
whatever.” He turned to the younger girl next. 
“And you?” 

“Stevie,” she said, sounding out of breath. 
“And I just found out I got accepted into 
Yale.” 

Cameron grinned and clapped his free 
hand against the grip of his gun. “Well done, 
pretty one. I’m sure your fortune helped that 
along.” He turned to the boy next and simply 
narrowed his eyes in command. 

“Fuck you.” 

Cameron sighed and smacked the boy 
across the head with his Raging Bull. When 
the kid didn’t move or get back up, Cameron 


laughed and looked at the others. “Shit, I 
guess I knocked him out. Be dears and tell me 
who the fuck he is.” 

“Justin,” they replied in unison. 

“Thank you,” he said, turning his back on 
them to check the father. As suspected, the 
man’s pulse was nonexistent. A large pool of 
blood had also formed around his body, some 
of which had already been tracked across the 
floor. “Well, damn. I guess that was 
inevitable.” 

“What do you want from us?” Gabrielle 
asked through an assault of tears. 

“Money, of course.” 

“Like a bank transfer?” 

“No, that would be an easy way to catch 
me,” he told her. “Right now, let’s start with 
all the cash and cards you have on you. All of 
you.” 

“The cards...can just be canceled,” Stevie 
ventured. 

“Sure, but Pll be having fun with them 
first. Youll give me their PIN numbers, for 
one, so that I can take out some cash. It seems 
safe for me to assume you’ve already alerted 
your bank of this vacation, so my spending 
shouldn’t get the attention of your fraud 


protection. And of course, I’m not just going to 
leave once you give me the cards,” he said 
with a laugh. “You'll stay right here, tied up, 
while I go out to have my fun. I’ll do what I 
want to do, and you three will just wait for 
me. By the end of the day, I’ll return.” 

The mother and daughter exchanged 
looks. “We can’t move to get you anything, 
though.” 

“No shit. Just tell me where it’s all kept.” 

Some ten minutes later, Cameron had the 
purses and wallets of everyone staying in the 
cabin. The family, what remained of them, 
was left locked in the theater with their 
mouths taped shut, their ankles and wrists 
bound, and their phones taken from them. 
Though the girls were able to move 
themselves to this new location, the son had to 
be dragged in his unconscious state. Cameron 
said he’d see them later and left. 

In the sliver of driveway outside the 
cabin, Cameron had quite the pep in his step. 
He visited the dirtied Toyota first, switched 
out his clothes for something nicer and more 
respectable for someone with money, and 
unlocked the Mercedes for his trip back down 
the mountain. He was excited for what came 


next. 
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It wasn’t difficult using the cards. No one 
checked identification at the register, not 
unless you were purchasing alcohol or some 
other restricted item. And though there was 
only one ATM in the area for the family’s 
bank, he was able to visit it several times over 
the course of the afternoon. With the money 
he’d withdrawn and the money he’d taken 
back at the cabin, Cameron was up about 
fourteen hundred dollars. He also had the 
option to get “cash back” at some of the self- 
checkout lanes he used in various stores. 
Whenever this option was presented, he took 
it. 

The GLB-Class had quickly proven useful 
after the purchase of a new 50” 4K television, 
which he slid in through the trunk and over 
top the folded seats. Once the vehicle was full 
of his first shopping spree, Cameron made a 
trip back to the hotel he was staying in to 
unload. It was a good twenty miles outside of 
Gatlinburg, by design. There were only apple 
orchards nearby, little else. 

Upon entering his room, his other captive 


was startled awake. She was bound to the 
radiator with tape over her mouth and rags 
locking her ankles together. She’d been on her 
knees like this for two days now. Except for 
the rare bathroom break, Cameron hadn’t let 
her free. He hadn’t been in the hotel since 
much earlier that morning, so she was 
probably starving. From the door, Cameron 
could already smell urine. 

“Damn, you couldn’t hold it?” he snarled, 
slamming the door shut behind him so no one 
could see inside. 

Kayla—that was the name she’d given 
Cameron at the bar, despite her ID saying 
differently—was a pretty girl he’d pulled away 
from some friends to charm several nights 
earlier. They’d soon left the bar together 
without telling the other girls the correct 
hotel, promising to meet back up in the 
morning. But, of course, Cameron had 
destroyed her phone while Kayla was in the 
shower cleaning up after sex. Upon her return, 
he’d knocked her out and tied her up; she’d 
been there ever since. He still didn’t have 
much of a plan for the young girl, but he felt 
some annoyance seeing her on his floor in 
piss. Maybe he would go ahead and end her 


before returning to the cabin. 

“T brought you some lunch, but maybe 
you don’t deserve it,” he said, crossing the 
room toward her. Kayla pressed herself against 
the radiator as best she could, which was off 
and cold. Cameron wondered if she’d still have 
done it if it were winter and running. Surely, 
her skin would have been screaming and 
blistering if she had, but what was worse? 
Him or the radiator? Maybe he’d conduct that 
experiment when the seasons changed. 

“Look at you. Pissed panties and bad B-O. 
Youre a mess. Why should I keep you 
around?” 

The girl tried to say something through 
the tape, but it did her no good. 

Cameron brought out his Raging Bull as a 
threat, and then removed her tape. “No 
screaming or you die,” he told her. “Now, 
answer my question.” 

“T won’t tell anyone,” she pleaded. Her 
eyes were red and swollen from crying, but 
she was too dehydrated to produce tears now. 
“TIl just find my friends and go back to 
Virginia. This will be just a bad dream to 
forget.” 

“A bad dream, huh?” 


She opened her mouth to say more but 
stopped. 

“You seemed to have fun with me that 
night. So, don’t call me a bad dream.” 

Kayla realized what she’d done and tried 
apologizing. 

Cameron returned the tape over her 
mouth. “Save it,” he said, standing to collect 
one of the bags he’d carried inside. He pulled 
out a Subway sandwich and a can of Coke, 
which he placed at her knees. “If you can 
figure out a way to uncover your mouth, 
they’re yours. But no help from me this time, 
because I’m just a fucking bad dream to you.” 

With that, he exited the room long 
enough to unload the TV from the back of the 
Mercedes. When he returned inside with it, he 
stationed it in such a way that it hid the girl 
should anyone peer in through the door or 
window somehow. “Look, reading material,” 
he said to her, tapping the box. “You know, 
like ten words. Probably more than you can 
handle!” He gave her a light smack on the 
cheek and returned the vehicle. Once it was 
fully emptied, he told Kayla he’d see her later 
that night with a decision made regarding her 
future. Then he slammed the door, made sure 


the sign was still in place for room service to 
bugger off, and drove away. 
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His second shopping spree lasted until sunset, 
leaving him beyond hungry. He didn’t feel like 
making a trip back to the hotel in the dark, so 
he took his purchases with him to the cabin, 
after having picked up some drive-thru food 
for dinner. 

Tomorrow, he’d finish up with Kayla, 
spend the day transferring all his new things 
to the apartment he rented two hours north, 
and ditch the Mercedes back here in the 
mountains before returning to his Camry. It 
was an annoying process, but necessary to 
cover his tracks and put some _ distance 
between his home and the lives he’d 
destroyed. Every few months, he would pull 
trips like this; he had been doing so for several 
years now. It was how he kept comfortable 
working a low paying job that made him 
miserable. 

The cabin was quiet as he made his way 
to the front door with his dinner in one hand 
and his gun in the other. Most of the lights 
were off, leaving the place dark. He’d half 


expected a commotion from the family trying 
to break free, not this deafening silence. Once 
inside, he placed his bag of food on the 
countertop and turned on the lights so that he 
could more easily look around. Something was 
definitely off. It took him a minute, but finally 
he realized the father’s body was missing. In 
its place was a smeared trail of blood leading 
down the hall to one of the bedrooms. The 
dark tiles of the foyer had camouflaged it 
when he’d first stepped inside. 

Cameron followed the smear with his gun 
ready, unsure of what to expect. Had Ben 
survived the gunshot after all? No, that 
wouldn’t make sense; this was the sort of trail 
left behind a body being dragged. Which meant 
someone was in the house free of their 
restraints. Standing outside the parted door of 
the bedroom, Cameron cursed under his 
breath. He switched off the safety on his 
Raging Bull and opened the door, fully 
prepared to fire. 

Inside, he found the father’s corpse 
resting neatly on top of the bed, arms crossed 
over his bloody chest and his eyes closed. It 
looked as if a funeral viewing had been held 
for him. Potted flowers from around the cabin 


had been brought to the bedside to surround 
him. 

Did this mean the entire family was 
loose? 

Outside, his car was still present, so if 
they left it must have been on foot. 

“No, no, no...fuck!” 

Cameron charged out of the bedroom and 
stomped down the stairs to the theater room 
where he’d left the others. The large windows 
that ran up the wall of the cabin were full of 
the moon outside, guiding his way. When he 
swung open the door, he was confused to find 
the mother and daughter still in their ties. The 
brother was there, as well, unconscious on the 
floor. Had Cameron really hit him that hard 
for him to still be out like that? 

“What is going on in_ here?” he 
demanded. 

The girls looked up and tried to match his 
confusion. 

“What do you mean?” Gabrielle asked 
him. 

Something didn’t add up. The girls no 
longer looked afraid. Bored, sure. Maybe even 
tired. But no longer scared of him. 

Cameron shoved Gabrielle to the floor to 


check her ties, but they were still in place. No 
one attacked him, either. He felt like they 
were playing him somehow, but he couldn’t 
figure out how. 

“Who moved your father?” he asked 
Stevie, putting his face inches from her own. 

“We’ve been here the whole time,” she 
said, meeting his gaze. 

Nope. Fuck this, he thought, smacking her 
across the face with his gun. Gabrielle 
screamed for him to stop, so he turned on her 
next. As he raised his Raging Bull to fire, he 
heard movement from behind him. Cameron 
quickly turned to catch whoever was about to 
attack him, but only saw Stevie crying on the 
floor with blood on her face. 

Cameron licked his lips and looked 
around. The boy was gone. That’s who he’d 
heard moving. Justin, was it? College boy 
hadn’t been knocked out, after all. Just lying 
in wait. But why? He could have taken the 
girls to the police by now, had Cameron 
arrested for murder. Instead, they’d all stayed. 
For what reason? 

Revenge, of course, he told himself. 

He would be playing no more with this 
family. It was time to end things before they 


got out of hand. He brought the Bull back on 
Gabrielle, prepared to pull the trigger. 

One second, the hand and gun were 
there. The next, Cameron was looking at a 
shredded stump of what was now left of his 
arm. Too shocked to scream, he stumbled 
backward and tripped over Stevie. He fell and 
smacked his head hard against the floor, 
seeing stars. 

What just happened? He tried sitting up, 
but his dominant hand was missing, causing 
him to slip on the stump. He howled in pain 
and brought the arm to his chest. As quickly as 
he could manage, he rolled over and got to his 
knees to scan the room. Gabrielle was free 
now and backed against the wall. Releasing 
Stevie was the boy, only different. He’d grown 
taller and sprouted long hair across his body. 
Even worse, his hands had become vicious 
claws, and his arms were attached to wings. 
Justin appeared to have shapeshifted into 
some sort of man-bat creature. When he 
turned once more, Cameron was startled to see 
the boy’s new snout and fangs. 

“Fuck me, this can’t be real...” 

Stevie got to her feet, rubbed her wrists, 
and looked down at Cameron. She appeared to 


pity him. Almost. 

Justin straightened to his full height, 
which must have been nearly seven feet now. 
He then lumbered toward Cameron, his eyes 
glowing red. His fangs dipped down over his 
leathery chin, glistening with saliva. He’d 
become a thing of nightmares. 

As Cameron scooted back from the boy, 
he realized prayers from his youth were 
spilling freely from his lips. The stump of his 
missing hand was steadily leaking blood 
everywhere, leaving him dizzy and 
lightheaded. After several feet, he finally 
slumped over and passed out. The darkness 
was far more welcoming than the sight 
standing before him. 
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When Cameron next opened his eyes, he found 
that his severed arm had received a makeshift 
tourniquet to staunch the bleeding. He was 
weak from the blood loss and his head was 
spinning with every movement. There was 
something else, too. Was he still in shock? He 
felt numb all over. As his eyes finally adjusted 
to the darkness enveloping him, Cameron 
realized he was lying in a tub of ice in one of 


the bathrooms. 

The door opened then, and with it came 
the blinding lights. 

“Where is she, asshole?” 

Cameron blinked several times as things 
came into view. He still couldn’t make out the 
figure standing beside him but knew the voice 
to be the daughter’s. 

“Wh-what?” 

“The girl you mentioned yesterday. 
Where is she?” 

Cameron took a deep breath. He’d been 
out a while. And why had he been placed in a 
tub of ice? Surely, these people weren’t 
harvesters. 

“What...what did your father do for 
money?” he asked, trying to stand but unable 
to move his covered limbs. His joints had 
frozen, or so it seemed. He felt like a stone 
below the ice. 

“T think you can figure out some of it,” 
she said, lifting a baseball bat Cameron hadn’t 
previously noticed. Before he could react, she 
brought it down on his remaining hand as it 
gripped the side of the cold tub. His bones 
shattered with the strike, possibly ruined. He 
shoved the throbbing mess into the tub of ice 


as he screamed and slammed his head against 
the tiled backsplash. 

“Fuck! Fuck you! Fuck you all!” 

Stevie watched him with a smile. 

“What is wrong with you fuckers?” he 
screamed, biting back tears and making his lip 
bleed down his chin. “Why the fuck am I in 
here?” 

“We’re done with that part, actually,” she 
told him, resting the baseball bat against her 
shoulder. “So, you can come out for all I care.” 

Cameron tried to move again, but found 
his lower body was still too stiff. “I-I can’t.” 

“Tough. Doesn’t matter, anyway. My 
brother isn’t going to let you leave.” 

The memory of Justin standing over him 
with a snout and claws returned to Cameron 
then. “What is he?” 

“You couldn’t tell?” 

He thought back to Kayla’s comment in 
the hotel, about how she’d pretend the 
weekend was only a bad dream if she was let 
go. He fought back the urge to plead the same 
from Stevie. 

“There are two ways we can go about 
this,” she began. “One: you tell us where that 
poor girl is, and Justin goes easy on you. Or 


two: you refuse, and he tortures you for the 
right answer.” 

Cameron tried to think of a way out of 
the cabin. Was it even possible? He didn’t give 
two shits about Kayla. This family from hell 
would never find her, but the hotel would 
when he didn’t pay the bill tomorrow. Either 
way, she’d get away now. What mattered to 
Cameron was going home. 

“What are you thinking, asshole?” 

Cameron looked up at Stevie. He could 
see her grip on the bat tightening. If only he 
had a weapon. Anything at all. 

Wait. 

Where’s my gun? 

Cameron studied the girl, searching for 
any bulges along her waistband. Stevie seemed 
to understand the look, and said, “I don’t have 
it. Justin does. You want me to get him down 
here? He’s just a shout away.” 

“No! No, just...what is it you want from 
me?” 

“The girl’s location. I already told you 
that.” 

“But why? What does she matter to you?” 

“You were the last one seen with her, 
correct?” 


He nodded. 

“So, you lured her away from someone? 
Or maybe several?” 

Another nod. 

“That’s great.” 

“Why?” he asked. 

“Because when the police are alerted of 
her disappearance, you will be the prime 
suspect. Someone will draw you up in a sketch 
and plaster it all over the news. No one is 
going to ever come looking for us.” 

Cameron’s heart sank. “Why would they 
go looking for you?” 

“Because we're going to bring her back 
here. And do to her what we did to you last 
night.” She pointed at the tub of ice, a 
satisfied look on her pretty face. 

“How does telling you her location 
benefit me?” he asked, watching her face 
closely. She was clearly more predatory than 
he could have ever guessed. 

“T already told you; Justin will take it 
easy on you.” 

“As in, let me go?” 

“Fuck no. You killed our father.” 

Cameron licked his lips and tried to 
think. Would the whole family leave to get 


Kayla? If they were stupid enough to do so, he 
could escape then. 

“So...if I tell you where to find her, you'll 
bring her back here?” 

“That’s the idea.” 

Just tell her. If they leave, running will be 
easier. Even if just some of them go. It will be 
better than having them all here. 

“Fine.” 

She eyed him. “Fine?” 

“Room 12 The Apple Core Hotel.” 

Stevie took out her phone and searched 
for the name. “Got it.” 

As she turned to leave, Cameron said, 
“Wait! What about me? Won’t I die if I stay in 
here much longer?” 

“Justin will move you,” she replied, not 
looking back. Outside the bathroom, she 
shouted her brother’s name. 

Shit. 

A minute later, Justin appeared, looking 
human and average once more. “Struck a deal, 
then?” 

“T guess.” 

“So, here’s what’s going to happen. I’m 
going to drag your sorry ass to another room. 
If you struggle or fight me, [ll hurt you. Got 
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it?” 

Cameron nodded. “I can’t feel most of my 
body, so I don’t see there being any issue.” 

“Good.” 

Justin hoisted Cameron out of the tub by 
locking his arms under Cameron’s pits and 
lifting him out of the ice. He wasn’t gentle 
about it, either. Once he’d dropped Cameron 
onto the bathroom floor, he took a step back 
and straightened. “You’re heavier than you 
look, you know?” 

“Probably doesn’t help that you’re just a 
scrawny college boy again, huh?” 

Justin backhanded Cameron, catching 
him off guard. “You ready to shut up?” 

Cameron tasted the blood in his mouth. 
“Who’s picking up the girl?” he asked. 

“Why?” 

“T might have set a trap in the room.” 

“Might have?” 

Cameron shrugged, trying to get a rise 
out of the boy. 

It worked. Justin backhanded him again. 
“Maybe we'll just keep you here in the 
bathroom. After all, I have a convenient tub of 
ice right there to dunk your head in whenever 
the mood strikes me.” 


Cameron looked down at his body for the 
first time since waking up. He saw the ugly, 
angry scars of where he’d been cut. “Can I 
even live after what you did?” he asked. 

“For now, yeah. But [Ive considered 
taking your heart out. Keep up the shit you’re 
doing, and [’ll take it while you’re awake and 
without drugs. Eventually, everything you 
have will all go in a cooler, though.” 

Cameron studied the boy and felt a shiver 
race down his spine. Even as a normal kid, 
Justin was more than he appeared. Both him 
and his sister had sides to them he would have 
never suspected. Just how the hell was he 
going to escape them? Would the booby-trap 
bluff work in his favor at all? Could he get 
them both out of the house long enough to 
escape? He didn’t have much hope in the plan. 

“You ready to move?” 

Cameron tried wiggling his toes. It didn’t 
work, but he felt like his muscles were starting 
to flex a little in his legs. He wondered how 
long it would take for him to be able to stand 
again. “What about the room?” he asked. 

“The room I’m taking you to?” 

“No, the hotel.” 

“What about it?” 


“Your sister is going to get hurt there.” 

“There’s no trap,” Justin said, grabbing 
Cameron under the arms again and dragging 
him out of the bathroom. “You're full of shit.” 

Cameron tried laying the bait one last 
time. “You go ahead and believe that.” 

“Shut the fuck up.” 
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Cameron was placed in the laundry room that 
could lock from the outside. Apparently, it was 
a safety feature to keep kids away from the 
chemicals stored inside. A long shelf was 
mounted above the machines, housing a 
variety of bottles of detergents and cleaners 
for around the house. Seeing them all, 
Cameron realized he should have listened to 
his pyro friend more closely; Andy might have 
been able to concoct a bomb or something had 
he been present. Cameron, however, could 
not. All he’d be able to do was poison himself 
if such a death appeared more pleasant than 
what Justin had in store for him. 

He wondered who had gone for Kayla. 
From the laundry room, he was completely 
blind, something he hadn’t considered before 
in his planning. He could try breaking out, 


only to discover Justin waiting on the other 
side with the Raging Bully ready for him. But 
what other choice did he have? Wait around 
to be tortured? There was no scenario he 
could devise in which the family let him go. 
He would have to fight for his survival. 

An hour passed before he received his 
first visitor. A knock came on the door, 
followed by Gabrielle’s voice. “You still alive 
in there?” 

Cameron didn’t answer. Maybe if they 
thought him dead or gone, they’d walk in with 
their guard lowered. The problem was 
Cameron had nothing he could use as a 
weapon—save for a bottle of detergent, which 
he supposed had some weight to it—nor did 
he have a working hand. One was gone and 
the other was broken, stuck in the shape of a 
claw. Could he even manage the bottle? He 
reached for the largest one and howled in pain 
when he tried lifting it. The bottle came 
crashing down on the machine with an 
echoing bang. 

“Tll take that as a yes.” 

Cameron glared at his wrecked hand as 
Gabrielle’s footsteps gained distance from the 
door. There was a silver lining to the 


encounter, however; if Gabrielle was at the 
cabin, then one of her kids had gone to the 
hotel, if not both. Personally, Cameron would 
have sent the useless mother to do such an 
errand. The kids had fucked up by keeping her 
here to guard him. Because that’s what she 
was doing, wasn’t she? Why else had she been 
the one to check on Cameron? 

Maybe I should just run, he thought. Break 
through the door, charge the woman, and escape 
outside. 

He tried to judge the time. If an hour had 
passed, whoever was retrieving Kayla could be 
back already, or at least on their way up the 
mountain. The hotel wasn’t that far. 

It was time to act. If he didn’t go now, 
what hope did he have for later? The sooner 
he took a chance, the better. He was able to 
move now, after all. He wasn’t going to grow 
back his hand by waiting. He just needed to 
run at the door with his shoulder to break the 
lock. From there, he could exit through the 
back patio door. Going for the main entrance 
upstairs was too far, too much of a gamble. 
But if he took the back door, it was reasonable 
to think he could make it outside. 

But then what? The patio was an 


overlook. To jump off it would mean suicide. 

There’s always an obstacle, he told himself, 
trying to think of another way. 

Someone approached the door and turned 
the lock. He hadn’t been expecting another 
visitor so soon and instinctively backed away. 
Justin appeared, pointing the Raging Bull at 
Cameron’s face. “You. Follow me.” 

“Where?” 

“Don’t make me shoot you.” 

“You wouldn’t. You want me alive, so 
that you can hurt me some more.” 

“T never said it would be a kill shot.” 
Justin lowered the revolver and pulled the 
trigger. Cameron’s right foot exploded in a 
mist of blood and gore, dropping him to the 
floor. He screamed hysterically as Justin 
placed the Raging Bull outside of the room. 
When he returned, he grabbed Cameron by 
the arms and dragged him out of the laundry 
room and into the game room. There, a chair 
was stationed up against the pool table. 
Supplies were spread across the green felt, 
almost as if they were on display. 

“Help me with him.” 

In his pain, Cameron hadn’t noticed 
Stevie standing in the corner of the room. She 


approached from his side and helped her 
brother get Cameron onto the chair. They then 
pushed him against its back, straightening his 
spine so that Stevie could wrap tape around 
his torso and the frame to keep in place. As 
Justin walked away to retrieve something, 
Stevie took Cameron’s arm with the broken 
hand and stretched it outward. She then laid it 
atop the rail of the pool table, pressing down 
on his wrist to keep him from moving it. The 
angle was uncomfortable, but bearable at first. 
He just didn’t understand the plan. 

Then Justin returned with an industrial 
nail gun and a smirk. 

“No! No!” Cameron screamed, struggling 
against the chair. 

Justin didn’t miss a beat. He approached 
the broken hand, pressed the gun down 
against the palm, and bolted it to the table. 
Cameron’s brain was in such a panic that he 
couldn’t even scream. His pain receptors went 
wild. He could feel blackness rushing over him 
as his stump was stretched out next. When it, 
too, was bolted to the table, Cameron finally 
lost consciousness for the second time in 
twenty-four hours. 


PART TWO 
1 


After following Cameron back to his hotel 
several days earlier, Leanne Anderson—also 
known as “Kayla” to strangers while on 
vacation—had made more promises to God 
than she had in her entire life. 

If you get me out of this, I’ll never sleep 
around again. I'll keep it untouched until 
marriage! 

If you get me out of this, I’ll attend church 
every Sunday with a donation in hand. 

If you get me out of this, ’ll make amends 
with my parents and return to school. 

It was all nonsense. She didn’t believe a 
word of it. She wasn’t even going to try and 
pretend. She just wanted to be free again so 
desperately that she was willing to say and do 
anything to be let go. When the young man 
appeared in the room like an angel sent from 
God, she wept and kicked over the TV to get 
his attention. 

She had no idea that going with this man 
would bring upon another nightmare. 
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On their way to the hospital, he’d suddenly 
reached over and drugged her. When she saw 
the needle puncturing her arm, she was too 
confused to fight. The world quickly tilted on 
its side, taking her along for the ride. She 
banged her head against the window hard 
enough that she bounced before settling still in 
the passenger seat. When her eyes opened 
next, she was in a bath full of ice in a 
bathroom she did not recognize. 

She climbed out of the tub with some 
difficulty and fell to the floor, unable to stand. 
It felt like her legs were asleep in such a way 
that they might never wake again. For a 
moment, she didn’t do anything else. Just 
gathered herself mentally and physically. She 
looked over her body and saw that she was 
naked and marked with fresh scars. She 
touched the wounds and hissed in pain. It 
didn’t take a genius to know someone had 
harvested from her. Hell, even her mouth was 
swollen and aching. Had they taken some of 
her teeth while they were at it? 

Somewhere not far, she could hear 
screaming. It took her several minutes to 
gather enough strength, but eventually she 
was able to stand on her shaking legs. She 


inched over to the door, quietly pushed it 
open, and stuck her head outside for a look. 
The hallway was empty. The screams were 
clearer now; they sounded below her. How big 
was this place? From the end of the hall, she 
could see parts of the kitchen and living area. 
This was clearly an open floor plan. 

Ignoring the screams as best she could, 
Leanne listened for movement upstairs. When 
she felt safe enough to explore, she exited the 
bathroom to find her clothes. They couldn’t be 
far, could they? Maybe in one of the 
bedrooms, tossed aside. 

She moved in a haggard way, as if she 
had a broken hip or a gimp leg. Her muscles 
and joints were still warming up as her blood 
flow increased in her extremities. She was 
dripping across the floor, so there was no 
hiding now. She needed to dry off and dress as 
quickly as possible. Hopefully the person 
being tortured downstairs stayed alive long 
enough for her to escape. If not for that 
distraction, surely someone would have 
noticed she was awake already. 

In the bedroom at the end of the hall, she 
found a man sleeping with his arms across his 
chest. It took her a minute to realize he was 


deathly pale and covered in blood. She stifled 
a scream, planted a hand over her mouth, and 
scanned the room for her clothes. Unless 
they’d been stored away, they weren’t here in 
this room. She backed out slowly and turned 
toward another door. Before opening it, she 
placed an ear against the wood and listened. 
When she heard nothing, she pushed it open. 
Inside, she found a smaller bedroom in a mess. 
There were two suitcases open on the floor, 
clothes thrown every which way, and an 
assortment of beauty products on the dresser. 
Though none of the clothes appeared to be her 
own, she knew something was bound to fit 
her. 

She stepped inside fully and closed the 
door. 
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Now wearing jeans and a blouse, Leanne 
slipped on some shoes that were a size too 
small and searched the room for a weapon. 
There was nothing, not even inside the 
suitcases. The girl staying here had literally 
only brought along her clothing and makeup. 
Leanne cursed under her breath and looked 
out the window. The sun was setting on yet 


another day. She wondered how many had 
passed since she last saw her friends. Were the 
police looking for her yet? They had to be, 
right? 

But where am I? 

She was on the top floor of a house along 
the side of a mountain. The drop from her 
window was enough to break her legs, if not 
worse. She would probably want to use the 
front door, assuming it wasn’t guarded. 

Another scream reached her from below. 
She wondered who it belonged to and if she 
was meant to follow in their footsteps. She 
didn’t want to find out either way. It was time 
to go. 

Exiting the bedroom, she moved on 
tiptoes whenever she could muster the 
strength. When she couldn’t, she inched along 
slowly to keep quiet. In the kitchen, she 
paused to examine the layout. To her right, 
beyond a living space with furniture and a TV, 
was a_ Stairwell. The furthest wall was 
connected to a high ceiling and featured a 
collection of large windows. She could see the 
sun dipping below a series of mountains miles 
away. 

Maybe it was best that night was falling. 


She could slip into the darkness a lot easier 
than running in the broad daylight. 

She was about to turn left toward the 
foyer and front door when she heard quick 
footsteps coming from beyond the living area 
where another hallway existed. She quickly 
ducked behind the kitchen island and pressed 
herself against the cabinets. A second later, 
someone was on the other side of her, tapping 
their manicured nails against the marble 
countertop and mumbling under their breath. 
Leanne listened as best she could and 
determined that the lady was creating a 
grocery list. 

She waited. The woman walked past her 
a minute later with a list in hand, on her way 
to the bathroom Leanne had been stored. 

No! 

She quickly pulled herself up and 
snatched a knife from the block near the sink. 
From down the hall, she heard the woman 
open the bathroom door and curse loudly 
before hollering, “Justin! Justin, get up here!” 

It was now or never. Leanne made a mad 
dash for the door, her legs working against 
her. She tripped and fell in the foyer as 
someone raced up the stairs. As she got back 


to her feet and lunged for the door, she risked 
a look over her shoulder and saw the young 
man that had taken her from the hotel. 

Go! Go! Go! 

She flung open the door and hurried 
down the porch steps. She skidded beside a 
Mercedes and reached for the driver-side door 
when a gunshot struck the side mirror, 
blowing it to pieces and cutting her with 
shrapnel. She ducked, spun around, and 
sprinted down the road as best she could. 
Adrenaline was now rushing through her 
system, helping increase her blood flow once 
more. It was almost as if she’d never been in a 
tub of ice at all. In fact, she didn’t even feel 
cold anymore. 

Just terrified. 

The road began to curve and dip 
downhill as trees appeared along the right 
side. To her left, there was rock and dirt 
stretching above her head. She ran and ran, 
but the tight-fitting shoes made it more 
difficult to do so comfortably. Several times, 
she nearly tripped and fell into the gravel 
road, her toes being far too compressed. 

Somewhere behind her, she could hear 
someone giving chase. She didn’t dare look 


back this time. Soon, she would dip into the 
woods and hope to hide. The sun was now 
below the mountains, and the sky was quickly 
darkening. How much further could she push 
herself? Several minutes had passed at this 
speed, and it seemed as if her chest could 
explode if she went for much longer. She 
needed a break to catch her breath. 

She pushed herself for another two 
minutes before finally giving up the dash. 
Quickly, she dodged into the foliage and went 
downhill a hundred yards to duck behind 
some clustered trees and brush. There, she 
desperately tried to slow her breathing and 
relax. Her head was spinning, and her vision 
was focusing in and out like a camera lens. 

The crunching of gravel stole her 
attention a moment later. Carefully, she 
peered around her hiding spot to see what was 
coming. 

The Mercedes from outside the cabin was 
now headed down the road, riding its brakes 
to keep a low speed. Though it had grown 
dark outside, the vehicular lights were off, and 
the windows were down. Behind the wheel 
was a young woman Leanne had yet to see. 
But clearly the girl was looking for her; she 


was talking to someone using the car’s 
Bluetooth connection with her phone. 

“Not yet,” was all Leanne heard as the 
Mercedes passed. A _ minute later, it 
disappeared around the next bend in the road. 

Leanne relaxed and looked around. She 
didn’t want to get back up on the gravel just 
yet, but she needed to keep it in sight. To 
continue downhill through the trees would 
likely get her lost or injured. There appeared 
to be a lot of drops or extreme declines further 
down the mountain side. So, she closed some 
of the distance between her and the road and 
began to walk parallel to it. She was exhausted 
once more and sore all over. To get anywhere 
fast, she would need another shot of 
adrenaline, which her body didn’t seem ready 
to provide again just yet again. 

So, despite her urgency to get off this 
mountain, she walked. 
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Things were going well for a little while, but 
then Leanne heard movement. Heavy 
movement. It took her only a second to spot 
the large black bear twenty feet from her, 
standing against a tree and rubbing its back 


against the bark. Though the bear didn’t 
appear angry to see her (yet), Leanne froze 
and bit back a scream. Without much 
consideration, she ran up to the roadside and 
out of the trees, hoping the animal wouldn’t 
give chase. She backed herself up against the 
opposite wall of rock and scanned the trees, 
waiting. Though she was still holding the knife 
she’d snatched back in the kitchen, she had no 
intention of using it against an animal of that 
size. 

There was movement to her left. She 
turned. 

The Mercedes was creeping back up the 
mountain! 

Before Leanne could make a run for it, 
the high beams burst to life, blinding her. She 
cursed and hid her eyes behind her arm, 
stumbling further away from the vehicle but 
unable to see where she was stepping. A voice 
called out to her with authority. 

“On your knees, now!” 

The girl had climbed out of the vehicle 
and was stomping toward her with a baseball 
bat in hand. Leanne turned herself to hide the 
knife along the backside of her thigh, out of 
sight. But she didn’t get to her knees. 


“T said get the fuck down!” the girl 
screamed. 

Leanne could now see her face up close; 
she didn’t appear very collected or in charge. 
If Leanne had to guess, this young thing had 
never fought someone in her life. And just 
how old was she? Seventeen? Eighteen? When 
Leanne was that age, she’d scratched it out 
with at least two girls in her high school class 
by then. She had since graduated to the 
occasional bar fight. 

This wasn’t going to be too difficult to 
handle. 

Leanne took another step back, studying 
the girl and her movements. They were now 
just a few feet apart. Who would swing first? 

The girl raised her baseball bat and 
prepared to take a swing. “If you don’t drop 
right now...” 

Leanne kicked up gravel from the road 
into the girl’s face, taking her by surprise. She 
recoiled and cursed, dropping her guard. 
Leanne lunged forward with her knife and 
tackled the teenager to the ground. They 
rolled back and forth several times, Leanne 
getting several punches in but the girl having 
more energy to keep pushing back. Finally, 


Leanne looked to end things by smacking their 
heads together and dazing the girl. She then 
sat up with her knife and brought it down 
hard into the girl’s heart without hesitation. 
The girl clawed weakly at Leanne as she 
sputtered in surprise. Blood appeared around 
her lips and her eyes began to dart around the 
skies, as if she were looking for something. 

Leanne forced herself to remain on top of 
the girl, watching her die. If she was willing to 
go this far in a fight, then she would stay to 
the very end. It was important to her. 

Suddenly, sharp blades raked up Leanne’s 
back and neck, knocking her on to the road. 
She howled in pain and tried running a hand 
over the cuts, but the sting was incredible. She 
brought her hand back and saw it slick with 
blood. She quickly sat up and climbed to her 
feet, searching for the bear that must have 
come for her. 

But that animal was nowhere to be seen. 
Instead, there was something in the sky 
circling overhead. Leanne spotted the creature 
just as it prepared to swoop down a second 
time. As it dipped, Leanne dodged its attack by 
sliding herself across the gravel, tearing the 
front of her shirt and scraping her chest in the 


process. It was a small price to pay, certainly 
better than the alternative. 

She needed to escape the thing, whatever 
it was, not just sit around waiting for its next 
dive. So, she turned toward the Mercedes and 
ran. She was only five feet from its open door 
when something tall landed beside it. She 
skidded to a stop and checked herself for a 
weapon. 

The knife was back in the girl’s chest, out 
of reach. 

“Shit!” 

The figure approached her’ with 
outstretched claws, its wings spread open and 
enveloping the width of the road. It appeared 
to be some sort of enormous, walking bat. 

Leanne’s eyes widened at the sight of it. 
Oh, fuck that! 

She spun a hundred and eighty degrees 
and hurried toward the girl’s corpse. The 
creature behind her gave chase. Knowing how 
limited she was on time, Leanne opted to 
snatch the baseball bat instead, which had 
been closer. She quickly turned and swung the 
club, landing a blow across the creature’s face 
as it came upon her. Its momentum proved too 
much for them both. They collided and flipped 


backward. As they rolled across the road, 
Leanne was tossed hard against the stone wall. 
Stunned, she lay there in a crumpled heap, 
bleeding from her back and head. 

The man-bat got to its feet, far less 
injured. As it closed upon Leanne, she 
squeezed her eyes shut and accepted death. A 
roar sounded, but from the other side of the 
road, beyond the monster. Leanne opened her 
eyes to see her assailant turning to face the 
bear she’d seen minutes earlier in the woods. 
It was standing on its hind legs and roaring 
once more, challenging the man-bat. 

Taking full advantage of the distraction, 
Leanne got to her feet and ran for the 
Mercedes for the second time. Behind her, the 
two animals charged into one another and 
grappled across the road. Once she was behind 
the wheel of the large vehicle, Leanne 
slammed the door shut and fought back tears 
of relief. She then gunned the engine, swerved 
around the fight, nearly flipping over the 
mountainside, and headed back in the 
direction of the cabin. One of these assholes 
had to have a phone she could steal. The 
teenage girl had been speaking on one earlier, 
but it didn’t appear to be here in the car any 


longer. 

Back at the cabin, she stepped out of the 
Mercedes on high alert. She was unarmed and 
injured. There was still the older woman 
nearby, if not the young man, to keep an eye 
out for. She hadn’t seen her kidnapper since 
he shot off the side mirror of his own vehicle. 
Had that creature down the road been him? 
Something in her gut said yes, but she didn’t 
want to say it aloud. For the moment, she 
hoped she was right, because that would mean 
one less dangerous person was inside the 
cabin. Assuming the bear won their fight... 

The front door was wide open. She 
stepped inside slowly and on tip toes. In the 
kitchen, she paused and listened carefully. 
There was nothing to be heard. Whoever she’d 
heard screaming downstairs was either dead, 
knocked out, or gagged. The mother—it 
seemed safe to assume that’s who the older 
woman was—could have left the house. 
Granted, the older sedan was still parked out 
front, and Leanne had been driving the 
Mercedes, but the mother could have run to a 
neighboring house for help. Maybe phones 
didn’t even work this high up in the 
mountains. 


Wouldn’t that be some shit? she thought 
unhappily, searching the counters. All she 
found was a notepad, two magazines, and a 
tablet. She checked the tablet to make sure it 
wasn’t the kind capable of making calls, but it 
wasn’t. She then thought of the bedroom with 
the corpse on the bed. There’d been bags in 
there, right? Maybe the dead guy had a phone 
on him. 

She turned toward the hall and 
whimpered a little. After counting to ten, she 
approached the bedroom door and pushed it 
open. The man—perhaps the father—looked 
much the same as he had the last she saw him. 
The room, however, smelled even worse than 
before. Or maybe her nose had been on the 
fritz earlier, seeing as she’d just stumbled out 
of a bath of ice. 

Though the body seemed to be displayed 
in a funeral manner, he was not dressed 
nicely, nor has he been cleaned; his chest was 
a bloody crater, and his shirt was shredded 
from the shot he’d taken. 

Leanne licked her lips, took a deep 
breath, and stepped toward the body. Just as 
she began gingerly checking its pockets for a 
phone, a familiar voice snarled from the 


doorway. 

“Get the fuck away from my husband!” 

Before she could turn, a gunshot sounded. 
Though the mother’s aim had been largely off- 
target (this must have been her first time ever 
using a gun), Leanne had still been stunned by 
the sound shattering her right eardrum. She 
stumbled against the wall, shocked and 
struggling against the high-pitched whine now 
echoing within her head. She then turned to 
look at the mother as the older woman took 
aim once more, and dove to the floor at the 
last second. Had she not jumped, she would 
have surely taken that bullet in the neck. 

Leanne scrambled across the floor and 
grabbed the mother by the ankle as she went 
to reload her large revolver. Without a 
weapon, she was exposed. The woman used 
her other leg to kick her, busting open 
Leanne’s nose. She cried out, let go, and rolled 
over. She spotted a potted plant within reach 
and quickly grabbed it. Before the mother 
could finish reloading the cylinder of her gun, 
Leanne smashed the pot against the woman’s 
kneecap. It pushed in unnaturally, and the 
woman howled in pain. She dropped the 
revolver and crumpled backwards, out of the 


doorway and into the hall. Leanne quickly 
picked herself off the floor, snatched the 
revolver, and used it to smack the mother 
across the head. Then she did it again. And 
again, until a pool of blood was spreading 
across the hallway floor. 

What now? 

Her ear still ringing, Leanne stumbled 
down the hall, careful not to slip in the 
mother’s blood, and entered the living room. 
There, she spotted a cell phone on the couch, 
partially covered by a throw pillow. 

“Oh, thank God.” 

She happily collected it, swiped the lock 
screen for an emergency call, and hurried 
outside for a better signal. As she stepped out 
onto the porch, she was immediately greeted 
by the battered man-bat as it shuffled up the 
short driveway. Though it was covered in 
blood and limping, the creature still stood 
several feet taller than she. 

The nightmare wasn’t over yet. 

“9-1-1, what’s your emergency?” 

Leanne snapped out of her daze and tried 
to speak quickly. “Please track this phone! 
These people here are—” 

The man-bat launched itself through the 


air like a bullet. The impact of the beast 
against Leanne’s sent them both through the 
open door and to the tiled floor. The struggle 
lasted only seconds. The creature pinned her 
with ease, tore open her shirt, and ripped off 
her breasts with a bloodthirsty screech. Before 
Leanne could even scream, an enormous fist 
plunged into her chest and yanked free her 
heart. She choked as blood filled her throat, 
the creature straddling her as it devoured her 
still-beating organ. Once every chewy piece 
had been swallowed, the man-bat stood and 
stumbled toward the kitchen counter. There, it 
transformed back into a young man covered in 
deep cuts and dark bruises. 

Justin began to cry, having lost his 
family. 

Downstairs, Cameron lay in a_ bloody 
heap on the floor, his hands, eyes, and feet 
separately tossed in the corner of the room. 

And Leanne stared up at the cabin 
ceiling, as if it were salvation. 


Story Notes 


Visit www.wintrymonsterspress.com or scan 
the QR code below to learn more about each 
story in this selection. 


Content Warnings 


Visit www.wintrymonsterspress.com or scan 
the OR code below to read a list of possible 
triggers per story included in this selection. 


Free Digital Library 


In 2024, Wintry Monsters Press is adding 
a Free Digital Library to its website. Here, 
you'll find free ebooks of short stories, 
novelettes, and samplers. Make sure to 
visit us at www. wintrymonsterspress.com 
regularly, and follow us on Instagram/ 
Threads (@WintryMonstersPress) to keep 
in the loop. 


Books By This 
Author 


Horrific Holidays 


",,.s0 damn good." ~ Andrew Robert of DarkLit Press and Horror 
Oasis 


"Aiden Merchant was asked for something bloodier and boy did he 
deliver..." ~ Erica Robyn of TruBorn Design and 
EricaRobynReads.com 


"Gorehounds will enjoy...those with weaker stomachs might want to 
steer clear of this one." ~ Amazon reviewer 


Cannibalistic grocery baggers...violently jealous lovers...pain- 
bringing cultists...dangerous neo-traditionalists...praise-seeking 
teens...and hungry children await... 


Horrific Holidays collects stories of terror from New Year's Eve, 
Valentine's Day, Easter, Halloween, Thanksgiving, and Christmas. 


Blackberry Blood: A Dark 
Selection of Poetry and Fiction 


Blackberry Blood is the debut anthology from LGBTQA+ run 
publisher Snow-Capped Press, edited by Aiden Merchant (author of 
Sickness is in Season and Horrific Holidays) and Julia Lewis 
(Curiosity Bought the Book). It features a dark selection of short 
stories and poems from writers you need to know in the genre of 
emotional turmoil and horror. The cover art was done by the 
brilliant Gemma Amor (author of White Pines and Dear Laura), and 
the Foreword was written by Mother Horror herself, Sadie 
Hartmann. 


About the Author 


Aiden Merchant is the author of more than a 
hundred stories spanning numerous 
collections, including Sickness is in Season, 
Documenting Dreadful Existences, Dead as Soon 
as Born, Kill for Them, and his extreme horror 
debut Horrific Holidays. He is also the author 
of several novellas and screenplays. In late 
2021, he published and edited Milk Teeth by 
Andrew Post, as well as a dark fiction 
anthology Blackberry Blood, which he worked 
on with author Julia C. Lewis. His short fiction 
has appeared in Wild Violence, Pulp Harvest, 
and Slice of Paradise. 


